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Introduction

I AM SIXTY YEARS OF AGE. Tha t  statistic me ans  di fferen t  th ings  for 
dif fe rent  peopl e .  For  me, since I am not  in the best  o f  hea l th  
and feel I 've lived e n o u g h  for th r ee  l i fet imes,  be ing  sixty m eans  
tha t  it is t ime I should  start set t ing my affairs in order ,  as they 
say. It seems p r o p e r  for me these  days to be ab ou t  the business  
of  tying up loose ends  of  my life insofar as it is in my power  to 
do so. I wri te this book  in that  endeavor .

I wro te  The Road Less Traveled at the v igorous  age of  forty. It 
was as i f  a spigot  had been  o p e n e d ,  and o th e r  books have come 
p o u r i n g  out  ever since: n ine ,  to be exact ,  not  co u n t i n g  this one.  
Each t ime pe o p le  have asked me what  I h o p e d  to achieve by a 
par t i cu la r  book ,  as if  I genera l ly had a grand  strategy in mind.  
The t ru th  is I wro te  th e m  not  out  of  strategy, but  simply because  
each boo k has said, "Write me." However  hard  she mi gh t  be to 
def ine,  th er e  is such a th ing  as a muse ,  and  I have always and 
only o p e r a t e d  u n d e r  her  orders.

So it is now, but  I believe a m ore  c o m p le x  e x p la n a t i o n  is in 
order.  One  of  those works,  a col lec t ion  of  my ed i ted lectures ,  is 
en t i t l ed  Further Along the Road Less Traveled, as is the series of 
a udi o ta pes  from which it was deve loped .  The  tide of  this one  
makes  it sound  like "The Road  Less Traveled III." I worry the 
sound may be mis leading .  The  fact is tha t  my muse  won ' t  allow 
me to write the same book over and again no m a t te r  how 
commerc ia l ly  smar t  it m ig h t  be to do so.

All o f  my books are quite dif fe rent  from each other.  Yet not  
totally different .  Wi th  the perspect ive  of  age I've come to real-
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ize that  in thei r  own un i que  ways they have all been  a t t empt s  to 
work out  the same c o mp l e x  set o f  h i d d e n  themes .  Look i ng  
backward,  recent ly I d i s ce r ned  that  I have been  wres t l ing with 
these t he me s  as far back as I can r e me mb e r .  At  the t ime it felt as 
if The Road Less Traveled arose de novo wh e n  I was forty. Now I 
can see how I 'd b e g u n  work on it and my o t he r  books  before I'd 
even e n t e r e d  adol escence .  Pe r haps  I was bor n  wor k i ng  on these 
t hemes .  Or pe r haps  I was bor n  to work on t hem.  I do n ' t  know.

Wh a t  I do know is that  the work was al ready in progress  of  
a sort  two decades  before the publ i ca t i on  of  The Road Less Trav­
eled. In late 1957 and early 1958,  at the age of  twenty-one,  I 
wrote  a col lege senior  thesis wi th the egregi ous  title of  "Anxiety,  
M o d e r n  Science,  and the Epi s t emol ogi ca l  Pr obl em. "  Epi s t e ­
mol ogy is that  b r a n c h  of  ph i l osophy  which addresses  the ques ­
tion: "How do we know what  we th ink we know? Ho w do we 
know anything?"  The  epi s t emologica l  p r o b l e m is that  ph i l os o­
pher s  have never  s u cceeded  in answer i ng  the ques t ion.  Many in 
the n i n e t e e n t h  cen t ury  t h o u g h t  the answer  lay in science.  We 
could know things for cer t a in t h r o u g h  the scientific me t h o d .  As 
my thesis po i n t ed  out ,  however ,  pe r haps  the single mos t  i mp o r ­
t ant  discovery o f  m o d e r n  science has b e e n  that  t he re  are l imits 
to scientific inquiry.  Wi th a few ifs, ands ,  and buts,  t here  is no 
mor e  real cer t ainty to be f ound in science t han  in theology.  Yet 
uncer t a i n t y  breeds  anxiety.  It is scary wh e n  our  best  mi nds  are 
those who best  know that  they d on ' t  know.  This is why W. H. Au ­
den r efer red to our  cent ury  as the Age o f  An x i e t y  — a t ime whe n  
the Age of  Reason  has proved to b e  j u s t  as unse t t l i ng  a per i od 
as the Age of  Faith.

My col lege thesis p rovi ded no answers,  only ques t ions ,  and 
one way or a n o t h e r  those same ques t ions  are e c h o e d  in each 
and every one of  my books.  A major  t h e me  of  all of  t h e m is the 
e n c o u r a g e m e n t  of  the great es t  possible r ange  o f  t h o u g h t  in our  
search for thei r  answers.  Thus  the t hi rd of  the four sect ions of  
The Road Less Traveled conc l udes :  "But j u s t  as it is essent ial  that  
our  sight  not  be cr i ppl ed  by scientific t unne l  vision,  so also it is 
essent ial  that  our  cri t ical facul t ies and capaci ty for skept ici sm
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not  be b l i nded  by the br i l l iant  beauty of  the spiri tual  realm."
Onc e  I put  t hat  col lege thesis b e h i n d  me (or so I t h o u g h t ) ,  

I got  on wi th the business  of  real life: medical  school ,  mar r i age ,  
ch i l dr en ,  special ty t r a i n i ng  in psychiatry,  mi l i tary and gove r n­
me n t  service,  and eventual ly pr ivate pract ice.  Yet, wi t hou t  
knowi ng  that  one  — m u c h  less many — books  would  event ua t e ,  I 
was beg i nn i ng ,  a lmos t  unconscious ly,  to deve lop some caut ious ,  
tentat ive answers  to my own ques t ions .  W h e n  e n o u g h  such an­
swers had a c c u mu l a t ed ,  it came to me twenty years later  to wri te 
The Road Less Traveled. And,  as they c o n t i n u e d  to accumul a t e ,  I 
went  on to wri te what  I t h o u g h t  were very di f ferent  works.

They are very different .  Yet wh e t h e r  for adul t s  or chi l dr en ,  
wh e t h e r  focused u p o n  the i ndividual  or society, w h e t h e r  fict ion 
or nonf i c t i on,  they all may be l ooked  u p o n  in par t  as e l abor a ­
tions of  one or mor e  of  the key concept s  in The Road Less Trav­
eled. As e l abor a t i ons  they carry those concep t s  fur ther ;  they 
look deeper ;  they go beyond. This book  is ent i t l ed The Road Less 
Traveled and Beyond because  it ties t o ge t he r  many of  the ways in 
which I have been  pushed  — of t en  s t u m b l i n g  — to move  beyond 
my f i r s t  book  in bo t h  my publ i c  wri t ing and my per sonal  j o u r ­
ney over  the past  twenty years.

Some may cons i de r  this book a c ompi l a t i on ,  a c o m­
p e n d i u m ,  or a s u mma r y  of  all my pub l i s hed  work,  but  those 
words  are i na de qua t e .  In wr i t ing the book,  I f ound that  I had to 
be qui te select ive.  "Synthesis" woul d  be a mo r e  ad e q u a t e  d e ­
scr ipt ion,  but  still fails to cap t u r e  the "beyondness"  of  the book.  
For  in addi t i on  to tying up loose ends ,  I wan t ed  to br eak new 
g r o u n d  as well.  I have been  powerful ly assisted in do i ng  so by a 
quote  a t t r i but ed  to Just ice Ol iver  Wende l l  Ho l me s ,  Jr., who 
once said: "I don ' t  give a fig for the simplici ty of  this side of  
complexi ty,  but  I woul d  die for the simplici ty on the o t her  
side."* His p r o f o u n d  s e n t i me n t  has led me to organi ze  this 
work into t hr ee  sect ions.

*The exact origin  of the quote  of the quote  is unknow n, bu t  I am grateful to 
Max D uPree  for passing it on to me in his book, The Art o f  Leadership.
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In Par t  I, "Crusade Agains t  Simpl i sm," I decry the pr imi t ive 
and effortless simplist ic t h i nk i ng  that  lies at the root  o f  so mu c h  
individual  and societal  sickness.

In Par t  II, "Wrest l ing with the Compl exi t y  of  Everyday Life," 
I descr ibe the c o mp l e x  choices  we mus t  cont inual ly  make  and 
r emake  i f  we are to live well.

And  in Par t  III, "The Ot h e r  Side of  Complexi ty, "  I descr ibe  
where  we can arrive wh e n  we have been  wi l l ing to pay all our  
p r o p e r  i ntel l ectual  and emot i ona l  dues.

A l t h o u g h  the phr ase  "the Ot h e r  Side" rings wi th possible 
i n t i mat i ons  of  heaven ,  I am not  so bold as to suggest  that  we can 
reach heaven this side o f  the grave.  Wh a t  I do suggest ,  however ,  
is that  we can i ndeed  come to exist  in a closer  r e l a t i onshi p  to 
the Holy.  An d  that  on the o t he r  side of  compl exi t y  t he re  is a 
kind of  simplici ty whe r e  we can know wi th humi l i ty t ha t  in the 
end all things po i n t  to God.



Editor's Preface

I FIRST MET M. SCOTT PECK in the s u m m e r  of 1995.  I had wri t ten 
him a let ter  to t ha nk  him for his book,  In Search o f  Stones, and to 
tell him of  its p r o f o u n d  effect on my life. I had also read two of  
his ear l ier  books ,  The Road Less Traveled and People o f the Lie, 
whi ch had be c o me ,  as I wrote  in my letter,  co mp a n i o n s  — i n t e l ­
lectual  and sp i r i t ua l  — on my own j o u r n e y  of  per sona l  growth.

Thr e e  weeks  later,  I r eceived a let ter  f rom Dr. Peck in 
whi ch he wrote  that  he was in search of  an edi tor  for his new 
book  and asked i f  I woul d  like to exp l o r e  the possibi l i ty of  u n ­
de r t ak i ng  the j ob .  I was both  f l a t t ered and surpr i sed.  We spoke 
on the p h o n e ,  later  met ,  and t hen ,  after several l ong and p r o b ­
ing conversa t ions ,  we began  our  work together .  Over  the course  
of  the next  t en mo n t h s ,  it was a cha l l enge  and an exhi l a r a t i ng  
e x pe r i e nc e  to have a par t  in the evolut ion of The Road Less Trav­
eled and Beyond.

Many reader s  of  this book  will be famil iar  wi th Dr. Peck' s  
ear l ier  works,  a l t h o u g h  that  is not  necessary for a full c o m p r e ­
he ns i on  of The Road Less Traveled and Beyond. Never t he l ess ,  it 
may be useful  he re  to m e n t i o n  those  books  and c o m m e n t  
briefly on thei r  major  t hemes .

The Road Less Traveled (New York: Si mon & Schuster ,  1978) 
was Dr. Peck' s  first book.  Br eaki ng  new g r o u n d  — as ref l ected in 
its subt i t le,  "A New Psychology of  Love,  Tradi t ional  Values and 
Spiri tual  G r o w t h "  — the book  s t e mme d  f rom Dr. Peck' s  work as
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tial book,  The Road Less Traveled he l pe d  br i dge  the gap be t ween  
psychology and rel igion.  In it, Dr. Peck wrote  that  he ma d e  lit­
tle di s t inct ion be t ween  the mi nd  and the spiri t  and,  t here fore ,  
little di s t inct ion be t ween  the process  of  achieving emot i ona l  
matur i t y  and spiri tual  growth.

In the Ital ian edi t ion,  the title of  The Road Less Traveled was 
t rans l a t ed as Volo di Bene, which means  "The Good  Path," b e ­
cause t here  is a t r adi t i on  in Italy to c o mp a r e  the "good path"  to 
the "bad path." So it was not  coinc i dent a l  tha t  Dr. Peck,  having 
wr i t t en a book  abou t  the good path,  fol lowed it wi th one abou t  
the bad path.  In People o f the Lie (New York: Si mon & Schuster ,  
1983),  he p r o b e d  in d e p t h  the essence o f  h u m a n  evil. Wr i t i ng 
that  peop l e  who are evil place themselves  in di rect  oppos i t i on  
to the t ru t h  and h a r m other s  instead of  facing the i r  own fail­
ures and l imi tat ions ,  he dramat i cal ly d e m o n s t r a t e d  how they 
seek to avoid u n d e r t a k i n g  the difficult  task of  per sona l  growth.  
Again,  p r e s e n t i ng  cases e n c o u n t e r e d  in his psychiat r ic pract i ce,  
he desc r i bed  vivid i nc ident s  of  evil in everyday life and thei r  
rami f i cat ions ,  as well as offer ing t hough t s  abou t  the possibi l i t ies 
for hea l i ng  h u m a n  evil.

Dr. Peck' s  next  book,  What Return Can I  Make? Dimensions 
o f the Christian Experience (New York: Si mon & Schuster ,  1985) 
was c o a u t h o r e d  with Mar i lyn von Wal dner ,  O.  C.  D. ,  and Pat r icia 
Kay. A c c o m p a n i e d  by the spir i tual  music of  von Wa l d n e r  and 
the abst ract  drawings  of  Kay, the book  was ded i ca t ed  to the 
"glory o f  God."  In it, Dr. Peck ref l ected on t he me s  related to his 
own j o u r n e y  of  spiri tual  growth into Christ iani ty.  A l t h o u g h  it is 
his mos t  evangel ical  work,  it does not  exc l ude  those  not  i dent i ­
fied as Chr i s t ians .  It is abou t  the discovery o f  God and the mys­
tery of  faith. The book,  wi t hou t  the art  and sheet  music  but  wi th 
the aud i o t ape  of  songs by von Waldner ,  was r epub l i s hed  and 
ret i t led Gifts for the Journey: Treasures o f the Christian Life (San
Francisco:  H a r p e r  Sa n  Fr anc i s co ,  1995).

In 1984,  Dr. Peck,  his wife,  Lily, and nine other s  star ted the 
F o u n d a t i o n  for C o m m u n i t y  E n c o u r a g e m e n t  (FCE),  a n o n ­
prof i t  o r gani za t i on  for p r o m o t i n g  the e x p e r i e n c e  of  c ommu-
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nity as a me a ns  of  i mpr ov i ng  h u m a n  re l a t i onships  a m o n g  indi ­
viduals,  small  g r oups ,  and nat ions .  As a di rect  c o n s e q u e n c e  of  
his work wi th FCE,  Dr. Peck wrote  The Different Drum (New York: 
Si mon & Schuster ,  1987) in which he c ha l l enged  reader s  to 
take a n o t h e r  j o u r n e y  in sel f-awareness to achieve a new level of  
"connec t ednes s "  t h r o u g h  the creat ive expe r i e nc e  of  c o m m u ­
nity.

In a d e p a r t u r e  f rom nonf i c t i on,  Dr. Peck' s  next  book was a 
psychological  thri l ler,  A Bed by the Window (New York: Ba n t a m 
Books ,  1990),  subt i t l ed A Novel o f Mystery and Redemption. Su­
perficial ly an a c c o u n t  of  sex, love, and dea t h  set in a nur s i ng  
h o me ,  it is, as its subt i t le suggests,  mor e  t han  a mystery story; it 
is an exp l o r a t i on  of  the na t ure  of  mystery i tself on mul t i p l e  lev­
els.

The Friendly Snowflake (Atlanta:  Tu r ne r  Publ i sh i ng ,  Inc. ,
1992),  i l lust rated by Peck' s  son,  Ch r i s t o p h e r  Peck,  was also a 

work of  fict ion,  a story about  a y o ung  girl ' s voyage into spiri tual  
awareness .  The book ' s  ma i n  conc e r ns  are life, love,  faith, and 
family.

Dr. Peck' s  next  book,  A World Waiting to Be Born: Civility Re­
discovered (New York: Ba n t a m Books ,  1993) ex p l o r e d  the role 
of  civility in per sona l  r e l a t i onshi ps  and in society as a whole.  
Cha l l eng i ng  us to r ecogni ze  the cul tural  c o n s e q u e n c e s  of  inci ­
vility, Dr. Peck wrote  of  the many moral ly di srupt ive pa t t e rns  of  
b e h a v i o r  — both subt le and b l a t a n t  — that  seem i ng r a i ned  in h u ­
man re l a t i onships ,  and p r o p o s e d  changes  that  can be effected 
to achieve bot h  per sona l  and societal  wel l -being.

Further Along the Road Less Traveled: The Unending Journey To­
ward Spiritual Growth (New York: Si mon & Schuster ,  1993) e l ab­
ora t ed on t h e me s  and concept s  first e xp l o r ed  in The Road Less 
Traveled and was a revised and edi t ed col l ect ion of  Dr. Peck' s  
lectures.

Dr. Peck' s  next  work was In Search o f Stones (New York: Hy­
per i on  Books ,  1995),  an i n t egr a t i on  of  t he me s  rela ted to his­
tory, t ravel,  and au t obi ography.  Subt i t l ed A Pilgrimage o f Faith, 
Reason and Discovery, it was the story of a t h r ee-week  trip
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t h r o u g h  the count rys i de  of  Wales,  Eng l and ,  and Scot l and that  
b e c ome s  an adven t u r e  of  the spiri t  and an exp l o r a t i on  of  the 
compl exi t i es  of  our  j o u r n e y  t h r o u g h  life.

Dr. Peck r e t u r n e d  to fict ion with In Heaven as on Earth 
(New York: Hype r i on ,  1996),  a story whose  charac t e r s  i nhabi t  
an afterlife whe r e  they mus t  conf r ont  and a t t e mp t  to resolve 
the confl icts and compl exi t i es  of  thei r  lives on ear th.

And  finally, Dr. Peck is now at work on a new book ent i t l ed 
Denial of the Soul: Spiritual and Medical Perspectives on Euthanasia
( s chedu l ed  for publ i ca t i on  in 1997 by H a r m o n y  Books) .

Collect ively,  Dr. Peck' s  books  have been  a d e m o n s t r a t i o n  
of  bot h  his unf o l d i ng  consc i ousness  and the ever - increas ing 
cour age  of  his t hought s .  The r e  is s o me t h i n g  in each that  we 
may f ind helpful ,  and can emul a t e ,  as we strive to deve lop our  
own spir i tual  lives. This book,  I feel,  will provide  p r o f o u n d  new 
insights to guide  us on this c o n t i n u i n g  j ou r ney .  In its un i q u e  
way — like the a u t h o r  and each of  his b o o k s  — it has a spiri t  of  its 
own.

Fannie LeFlore



The na me s  and some of  the c i r cums t ances  of  all pa t i ent s  or 
cl ients he r e i n  have been  a l t ered in o r de r  to pr eserve  the i r  c on ­
fidentiality.





P A R T  I

Crusade Against 
Simplism





C H A P T E R  1

Thinking

IN  IRELAND, THE M ID D L E  EAST, SOMALIA, Sri L a n k a ,  a n d  c o u n t l e s s  

ot her  war - torn areas a r o u n d  the wor ld,  pr e judice ,  rel igious in­
tol e r ance ,  greed,  and fear have e r u p t e d  into violence that  has 
taken the lives of  mi l l ions.  In Amer i ca ,  the d a ma g e  caused by 
ins t i t ut i onal i zed raci sm is pe r haps  mo r e  subt le but  no less dev­
astat ing to the social fabric.  Rich versus poor,  black versus 
whi te,  pro-life versus pro-choi ce ,  st raight  versus gay — all are so­
cial, pol i t ical ,  and e c o n o mi c  confl icts fought  u n d e r  the b a n n e r  
of  some ideology or deeply held belief. But  given the divisive 
and des t ruct ive resul ts,  are these i deologies  and beliefs r a t i o­
nal,  or mer e  ra t ional i za t ions  for o therwi se  u n r e a s o n a b l e  acts? 
How often,  in fact, do we stop to t h i nk  abou t  what  we bel ieve? 
One  of  the major  d i l emmas  we face bot h  as individuals  and as a 
society is simplist ic t h i nk i ng  — or the fai lure to t hink at all. It 
i sn' t  j u s t  a p r o b l e m,  it is the p r ob l em.

Given the i mpe r f ec t i ons  of  our  society and the a p p a r e n t  
downwar d  spiral  o f  spiri tual  and mora l  values in r ecen t  years,  
t h i nk i ng  has b e c o me  a grave issue. It is mo r e  u r g e n t  n o w — p e r ­
haps mor e  u r g e n t  t han  anyt h i ng  e l s e  — because  it is the means  
by which we consider ,  dec ide ,  and act u p o n  everything in our  
increasingly c o mp l e x  world.  I f  we d on ' t  begi n  to t h ink well,  it's 
highly likely that  we may end up kil l ing ourselves.

In one way or anot he r ,  each of  my books  has b e e n  — s y m­
bolical ly and subs t ant ively — a c rusade  agains t  simplist ic t h i nk­
ing. I b e ga n  The Road Less Traveled wi th the asser t ion that  "life
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is difficult." In Further Along the Road Less Traveled, I a dde d  that  
"life is compl ex. "  He r e ,  it can fur ther  be said tha t  "there are 
no easy answers. " And  a l t h o u g h  I bel ieve the route  to f inding 
answers is pr imar i ly t h r o u g h  bet t er  t hi nki ng,  even this is not  as 
s imple as it may seem.

Th i n k i n g  is difficult.  T h i n k i n g  is compl ex .  An d  th i nki ng  
i s  — more t han  anyt h i ng  e l se  — a process ,  wi th a course  or d i r ec ­
t ion,  a lapse of  t ime,  and a series of  steps or stages that  lead to 
some result .  To t h ink well is a l abor ious ,  of ten pa i ns t aki ng 
process  unti l  one b e c o me s  a c c us t ome d  to be i ng  "thought ful . "  
Since it is a process ,  the course  or d i rec t ion may not  always be 
clear-cut .  Not  all the steps or stages are l inear,  nor  are they al­
ways in the same sequence .  Some are ci rcular  and over lap wi th 
others .  Not  everyone seeks to achieve the same result .  Given all 
this,  i f  we are to t h ink well,  we mus t  be on guard  agains t  sim­
plistic t h i nk i ng  in our  a p p r o a c h  to analyzing crucial  issues and 
solving the p r o b l e ms  of  life.

A l t h o u g h  peop l e  are di fferent ,  an a l l - t oo- common flaw is 
that  mos t  t end to bel ieve they s o me h o w  inst inct ively know how 
to t h ink and to c o mmu n i c a t e .  In reality, they usual ly do ne i t he r  
well because  they are e i t her  too self-satisfied to e x a mi n e  thei r  
a s sumpt i ons  abou t  t h i nk i ng  or too sel f -absorbed to invest  the 
t ime and energy to do so. As a result ,  it is imposs ibl e  to tell why 
they th ink as they do or how they make  thei r  decisions.  And 
whe n  cha l l enged ,  they show very little awareness  of  — or b e ­
c ome  easily f rust rated b y  — the dynamics  involved in truly t h ink­
ing and c o m m u n i c a t i n g  well.

Twice du r i n g  my ca ree r  as a lecturer ,  I gave an all-day sem­
inar  on thinking.  At  the b e g i n n i n g  of  each,  I po i n t ed  out  that  
mos t  peopl e  t h ink they al ready know how to think.  At  the con ­
clusion of  each,  du r i n g  a f eedback session,  s o me o n e  said in 
sheer  exasper a t i on ,  "The subject  is simply too large." I ndeed ,  
t h i nk i ng  isn' t  a topic that  anyone  can digest  t ho r ough l y  in one 
sitting. Whol e  books  can be (and have been)  wr i t t en abou t  it. It 
is no surpr ise that  many  peop l e  resist the a r d u o u s  efforts in­
volved in cont inual ly  mo n i t o r i n g  and revising thei r  t hinking.  
And  no surpr i se that  by the end of  the seminar s  mos t  o f  the par-
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t icipants  felt so ov e r wh e l me d  by all that  is really involved in 
t h i nki ng  that  they were e i t her  n u m b e d  or horr i f ied.  Needless  
to say, these were not  a m o n g  my mor e  p o p u l a r  e n g a g e me n t s .  
Yet i f  all the energy r equ i r ed  to t h ink seems t r o u b l e s o me ,  the 
lack of  t h i nk i ng  causes far mor e  t roubl e  and confl ict  for our ­
selves as individuals  and for the society in which we live.

Haml e t ' s  often quo t ed  "To be or not  to be?" is one  of  life's 
ul t imate  existent ial  ques t ions .  A n o t h e r  ques t i on  gets to the 
hear t  o f  how we i n t e r p r e t  that  exis tence.  I woul d  pa r a ph r a s e  
Shakespear e  to ask, "To th i nk  or not  to think?"  Tha t  is the ul t i ­
mate  ques t i on  in c o mb a t i n g  simpl i sm.  An d  at this po i n t  in h u ­
man evolut ion,  it may be the very equi va l ent  of  "To be or not  to 
be?"

Fr om my pract i ce  as a psychiat r i s t  and my e xpe r i ences  and 
observat ions  in genera l ,  I have b e c o me  fami l iar  with the c o m­
mon  er rors  r e l a t ed to the fai lure to t h ink well.  One ,  o f  course ,  
is simply not  t hi nki ng.  A n o t h e r  is ma k i ng  a s sumpt i ons  in t h i nk­
ing,  t h r o u g h  the use of  one - d i me ns i ona l  logic,  s t ereotypes,  and 
label ing.  A n o t h e r  p r o b l e m is the bel i ef  that  t h i nk i ng  and c o m ­
mu n i c a t i o n  d o n ' t  r equi r e  mu c h  effort.  A n o t h e r  is a s sumi ng  
that  t h i nk i ng  is a waste of  t ime,  which is a par t i cul a r  factor  in 
the quiet  rage we e x p e r i e n c e  a r o u n d  the fai lure to solve many 
social p r obl ems .

L e o n a r d  H o d g s o n  wrote:  "It is not  t h r o u g h  t rust  in our  
r eason that  we go wr ong ,  but  because  t h r o u g h  our  sinfulness 
our  r eason is so imper fec t ly  rat ional .  The r e me d y  is not  the sub­
st i tut ion of  some o t he r  form of  acqui r i ng  knowl edge  for r a t i o­
nal a p p r e h e n s i o n ;  it is the e duc a t i on  of  our  r eason to be its t rue 
self." A l t h o u g h  the l anguage  is s ome wha t  mi s l ead i ng ,  since his 
book dates  back over  fifty years,  H o d g s o n ' s  words  are re l evant  
to the d i l e m m a  we face today.  For  "reason," I woul d  subst i tute 
the word " thinki ng"  and all that  it impl ies.  By "sinfulness," 
Ho d g s o n  was refer r ing,  I bel ieve,  to our  c o mb i n e d  "original" sins 
of  laziness,  fear, and pr ide,  which l imit  us or p r event  us f rom ful­
filling the h u m a n  potent i a l .  In refer r ing to "the e d u c a t i o n  of  
our  r eason to be its t rue self," H o d g s o n  suggests that  we should 
al low our  t rue self to be wha t ever  it's capable  of, to rise to its
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fullest capacity.  The poi n t  is not  that  we s h ou l dn ' t  t rust  our  
brain,  specifically our  f rontal  lobes.  The poi n t  is that  we do n ' t  
use t hem e n ough .  Because  of  our  sins of  laziness,  fear, and 
pr ide,  we d on ' t  put  our  brain to full use.  We are faced wi th the 
task of  e duc a t i ng  ourselves to be fully h u ma n .

THE POINT OF HAVING A BRAIN

Obvious  as this may seem,  we've been  given a large bra in so that  
we can think.  One  character i s t i c  tha t  di s t i ngui shes  h u m a n  b e ­
ings f rom o t he r  c r ea t ures  is the relat ively large size of  our  brain,  
c o mp a r e d  to our  overall body weight .  (The except ions  are whales  
and do l phi ns .  They have larger  brains  in p r o p o r t i o n  to thei r  
bodies  t han  peop l e  do,  whi ch is one reason many animal  r ights 
activists are v e h e m e n t  in thei r  mission to pr o t ec t  these species;  
they bel ieve whales  and do l ph i ns  may,  in fact, be s mar t e r  t han 
we are in some ways.)

W h e t h e r  in h u m a n s  or o t he r  ma mma l s ,  the bra in consists 
o f  t hree  c o m p o n e n t s  — the  old brain,  the mi dbr a i n ,  and the 
new brain.  Each has un i q u e  funct ions  in the o r ches t r a  of  or ­
gans that  work in un i son  to keep us alive.

The old b r a i n  — whi ch  is also cal led the rept i l i an b r a i n  —  
looks little di f ferent  in h u m a n s  than it does in worms.  At  the 
top o f  our  spinal  cord,  we have an e l onga t ed  bulge  that ' s  cal led 
the me du l l a  obl onga t a .  T h r o u g h o u t  the brain are col l ect ions 
of  nerve  cells cal led neura l  centers .  In the old brain these ce n ­
ters serve the p u r pos e  of  m o n i t o r i n g  physiological  needs ,  such 
as cont r o l l i ng  our  respi ra t i on,  hea r t  rate,  sleep,  appe t i t e ,  and 
o t he r  very basic but  pr imi t ive funct ions.

The area known as the mi d b r a i n  is l arger  and mor e  c o m­
plex.  The neura l  cent er s  of  the mi d b r a i n  are involved in the 
gove r nance  and in the p r o d u c t i o n  of  emo t i ons ,  and n e u r o s u r ­
geons  have actual ly m a p p e d  out  the locat ions  of  these centers .  
Wi th a h u m a n  be i ng  lying on an ope r a t i ng  table u n d e r  local 
anes thes ia ,  they can inser t  e l ec t rodes  or very f ine needl es  into
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the brain,  f rom the tip of  whi ch they can del iver  a mil l ivolt  of  
electr ical  c u r r e n t  and actual ly p r o d u c e  specific emo t i ons  such 
as anger ,  e uphor i a ,  and even depress ion.

The new bra in consists most ly of  our  cerebral  cor t ex,  
which is also involved in pr imi t ive activities i nc l udi ng  inst incts 
and l ocomot i on .  The biggest  di f ference b e t ween  us h u m a n s  
and the o t he r  ma m m a l s  is the size o f  our  new brain,  and specif­
ically of  that  par t  known as the frontal  lobes.  The di rec t i on  of  
h u m a n  evolut ion has been pr imar i ly in the growth of  the 
frontal  lobes.  These  lobes are involved in our  ability to make  

j u d g m e n t s ,  and it is here  that  the pr ocess i ng of  i n f o r m a t i o n  —  
t h i n k i n g  — pr i mar i l y  takes place.

Jus t  as our  capaci ty for l ea r n i ng  d e p e n d s  on th i nki ng ,  our  
capaci ty for t h i nk i ng  well d e p e n d s  on l earning.  So a n o t h e r  cen ­
tral factor  t ha t  di s t i ngui shes  h u m a n  beings  f rom ot he r  c rea­
tures is r e l a t ed to our  ability to learn.  Whi l e  we have inst incts 
like o t he r  ani mal s ' ,  they d on ' t  always automat i ca l ly  govern our  
behavi or  to as great  a degree .  This factor  gives us free will. 
We've b e e n  e n d o we d  wi th the c o mb i n a t i o n  of  these frontal  
lobes and f r eedom,  whi ch enabl es  us to l earn t h r o u g h o u t  a life­
t ime.

C o m p a r e d  to that  o f  o t he r  ma mma l s ,  the pe r i od  of  our  
c h i l d h o o d  d e p e n d e n c y  is m u c h  l onger  relat ive to our  total  life 
span.  Given our  relat ive lack of  inst incts,  we need  that  t ime to 
learn before we are able to b r a n c h  out  on our  own.  Le a r n i n g  is 
crucial  to our  ability to grow in awareness ,  to t h ink i n d e p e n ­
dently,  and to mas t e r  the knowl edge  necessary for surviving and 
thr iving in life.

Wh e n  we are young,  our  d e p e n d e n c y  on those who raise 
us shapes  our  t h i nki ng  and what  we learn.  And  given our  
lengthy d e p e n d e n c e ,  we are at risk of  deve l op i ng  t h i nk i ng  pat ­
terns t ha t  may b e c o m e  i ngr a i ned ,  even seemingly i rreversible.  
I f  we have adul t s  in our  y o ung  lives who help us l earn to think 
well,  we benef i t  in a mu l t i t ude  of  ways. I f  we have adul t s  in our  
young lives whose  own t h i nki ng  is suspect ,  d i sordered ,  or o t h e r ­
wise l imi ted,  our  t h i nk i ng  will be i mpa i r e d  by what  we l earn and



2 8

don ' t  l earn f rom them.  But  it would be nons e ns e  to p r e s u me  
that  we are d o o me d .  As adul ts ,  we no l onger  have to d e p e n d  on 
others  to tell us what  to t h ink or do.

The r e  is a di s t inct ion be t ween  heal thy and unhe a l t hy  d e ­
pendency.  In The Road Less Traveled, I wrote  tha t  d e p e n d e n c y  in 
physical ly heal thy adul ts  is p a t ho l og i c a l  — it is sick, always a 
mani f es t a t i on  of  a ment a l  i l lness or defect .  It is to be di st in­
gui shed,  however ,  f rom what  are c o mmo n l y  r e fer red to as de ­
p e n d e n c y  needs  or feel ings.  We a l l  — each and every one  of  us, 
even i f  we try to p r e t e n d  to other s  and to ourselves that  we 
d o n ' t  — have  d e p e n d e n c y  needs  and feel ings.  We have desi res 
to be babied,  to be n u r t u r e d  wi t hou t  effort  on our  part ,  to be 
cared for by pe r sons  who are s t ronger  t han  we are and have our  
interest s  t ruly at hear t .  But  for mos t  of  us these desi res or feel­
ings do not  rule our  lives; they are not  the p r e d o m i n a n t  t h e me  
of  our  exi s t ence.  W h e n  they do rule our  lives and dictate the 
qual i ty of  our  exi s t ence,  we are suffer ing f rom a psychiat r ic 
illness c o mmo n l y  known  as passive d e p e n d e n t  personal i ty dis­
order .  Such d e p e n d e n c y  is, at root ,  a d i s o r de r  r el at ed to t h i nk­
ing — specifical ly,  a res i s tance to t h i nki ng  for ourselves.

Just  as the myr i ad of  d i sorder s  that  s tem f rom resi s t ance to 
t h i nk i ng  are c ompl ex ,  so also is the re l a t i onshi p  be t ween  these 
d i sorder s  and our  c o mp l e x  brain.  One  par t i cular ly exci t ing 
area of  r e sea rch  has shed some l ight  on aspects  of  this r e l a t i on­
ship.  In the last twenty years,  a maj or  b r e a k t h r o u g h  came  about  
as a resul t  of  spl i t -brain research e x a mi n i n g  mor e  deeply the 
wel l -known fact that  the new bra in is divided into a r ight  and a 
left half. A body of  fibers or whi te mat ter ,  the cor pus  cal losum,  
connec t s  t hese two h e mi s p h e r e s .  It is now bel ieved that  the left 
brain is our  deduct ive  brain and the r ight  br a in  is pr imar i ly in­
volved in i nduct ive reasoni ng .  These  pa t t e r ns  are not  total ab­
solutes,  but  mo r e  or less i ndi cat e  t endenc i es .

Some peop l e  wi th epi lepsy have been  t r ea t ed and a few 
cured by sever ing this c o n n e c t i o n  be t ween  the two halves of  the 
brain.  Later,  these "spl i t -brain" pat i ent s  were scientifically s tud­
ied,  and a very dr amat i c  study showed that  i f  you cover  the eye 
of  s o me o n e  whose  bra in has been  severed so that  visual infor-
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mat i on gets only to the left brain,  and you show him,  for in­
stance,  an elect r ical  heater ,  his descr i p t i on  of  the object  will be 
very specific and tel l ing.  He' l l  likely say, "Well,  it's a box wi th a 
cord and f i l ament s  hea t ed  up by electricity." And  he' l l  go on to 
descr ibe var ious c o m p o n e n t  par ts wi th s t unn i ng  accuracy.  But  
he won ' t  be able to na me  the appl i ance .  On the o t her  hand ,  i f  
you feed i n f o r ma t i on  only to the r ight  side of  his brain,  he will 
be able to na me  the app l i ance  but  won ' t  be able to expl a i n  why 
it is wha t  it is.

The crux of  spl i t -brain resea rch  has shown that  the left side 
is the analyt ical  bra in,  wi th the ability to take wholes  and break 
t hem up into pieces,  whi le the r ight  side is the intui t ive brain 
wi th the ability to take pieces  and makes  whol es  out  of  t hem.  As 
h u m a n  beings ,  we have the ability to learn bot h  of  these two pr i ­
mary types of  thinking:  c onc r e t e  and abst ract .  Conc r e t e  t h i nk ­
ing deals wi th par t i cul ar s  in thei r  mater i a l  form.  Abs t rac t  
t h i nk i ng  deals wi th par t i culars  in genera l  and t heore t i ca l  t erms.

The resul ts of  spl i t -brain research are one r eason it has 
been sugges t ed that  g e n d e r  di f ferences go beyond  mer e  social 
condi t i on i ng .  W o m e n  seem to be mor e  r i gh t -bra i ned  and me n  
more  lef t -brained.  That ' s  why in mat t e r s  involving sex and ro­
manc e ,  me n  seem mo r e  likely to be i n t e r es t ed  in par ts ,  such as 
breasts,  legs,  and penises.  W o m e n  t end  to be mor e  i n t e r es t ed  in 
the whol e  p i c ture ,  whi ch  mi gh t  i nc l ude  not  only sexual  st imuli  
but  also a n ight  out  with candl e l i gh t  dinner .  The r e f o r e ,  in the 
bat t le of  the sexes,  w o m e n  f requent ly  have difficulty u n d e r ­
s t anding why me n  are so focused on these silly c onc r e t e  physi ­
cal par ts and me n  likewise have difficulty u n d e r s t a n d i n g  why 
w o me n  mi gh t  want  to waste t ime wi th all this r o ma n t i c  c a n d l e ­
l ight  stuff before  get t i ng down to the "real business. "

The research on split brains  r epr esent s ,  I bel ieve,  the mos t  
formi dabl e  advance  in the field of  epi s t emology,  sugges t ing 
that  we have at least  two ways of  knowi ng ,  and that  obviously we 
will know things  be t t er  i f  we use both  left-brain and r ight -brain 
t h inking.  That ' s  why I ' m a great  p r o p o n e n t  of  a n d r o g y n o u s  
thinking.  Be i ng a n d r o g y n o u s  does not  imply that  s o me o n e  is 
desexed.  Men  do not  lose thei r  mascul ini ty and w o m e n  do not
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lose thei r  feminini ty i f  they are a n d r ogynous .  Rather ,  they dis­
play the character i s t i cs  of  both  sexes.  Th i nk i ng ,  in that  sense,  
would imply the ability to use bo t h  sides of  the bra in to i n t e ­
grate conc r e t e  and abst ract  reali t ies.

In The Friendly Snowflake, the mai n  character ,  Jenny,  ep i t o ­
mizes s o me o n e  who is a n d r ogynous .  She uses these dual  aspects 
of  her  t h i nk i ng  capabi l i t i es  as she cons ider s  the re l evance  that  
the myster ious  p r esence  of  a fr iendly snowflake has in he r  life. 
He r  brot her ,  Denni s ,  on the o t he r  hand ,  is s tereotypical ly left- 
b r a i n-or i en t ed .  He is very mu c h  h o o k e d  on analyt ical  and con ­
crete facts and has less taste for mystery,  whi ch  makes  his vision 
narrower .

The anc i en t  Sumer i ans ,  I am told,  had a basic rule for 
gui di ng thei r  t h i nk i ng  not  unl ike spl i t -brain theory.  Wi th re­
gard to any i mp o r t a n t  deci s ions  to be ma d e  (usual ly abou t  
wh e t h e r  or not  to go to war  wi th the Babyl oni ans ) ,  they literally 
had to t h ink twice.  I f  the f i rst  deci s ion had been  ar r ived at when  
they were d r unk ,  it had to be r e c o n s i d e r e d  when  they were 
sober.  If, when  d r unk ,  they said, "Let ' s go get  those Babyl oni ­
ans," t hen  later, in the clear,  cool  l ight  of  day, it mi gh t  not  look 
like such a smar t  decision.  Conversely,  i f  they were cold sober  
when  they dec i ded  that  it woul d  be strategical ly clever to beat  
up the Babylonians ,  they held off and said,  "First let's dr ink 
some wine." Dr unk ,  they mi gh t  c ome  to the conc l us i on  that  
"there ' s  no need  to go to war  wi th t hem.  Hel l ,  we love the Baby­
lonians. "

For  all they l acked in m o d e r n  t echnology,  the Sumer i ans  
had the r ight  a ppr oach .  And  there ' s  no reason why we s hou l dn ' t  
be able to t h i nk  reasonabl y  in this day and age.  Unless  t here  is 
brain d a ma g e  as a resul t  of  surgery or a t u mo r  or o t he r  disease,  
we have these wonder f u l  frontal  lobes at our  disposal .  But  that  
doesn ' t  me a n  peop l e  will use t hem,  m u c h  less use t h e m to thei r  
fullest capacity.  I n d e e d ,  brain d a ma g e  isn' t  the only factor  c on ­
t r i but ing to t h i nk i ng  i r rat ional ly or not  at all. It is the least  of  
the factors.  A m o n g  other s ,  t here  are p r o f o u n d  ways in whi ch so­
ciety actually d i scourages  us f rom us ing our  frontal  lobes,  pro-
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mot i ng  one - d i me ns i ona l ,  simplist ic t h i nk i ng  as the no r ma l  way 
of  funct ioning.

SIMPLISM AND SOCIETY

Everywhere  we turn,  the evidence  is a s t ound i ng .  Simplist ic 
t h i nk i ng  has b e c o m e  so p a n d e m i c  in society that  it is cons i d­
ered no r ma l  and c onven t i ona l  wi sdom a m o n g  some segment s  
of  the popu l a t i on .  Recen t  exampl es  of  this r a m p a n t  s impl i sm 
were evident  in the c o m m e n t s  of  two No r t h  Carol i na  pol i t i ­
cians.  Repr esent a t i ve  He nr y  Al dr i dge  of  Pit t  Coun t y  ma de  the 
s i mpl e - mi nded  s t a t emen t  that  w o m e n  who are r aped  d o n ' t  get  
p r e g n a n t  because  "the j u i ces  d o n ' t  flow, the body funct ions  
don ' t  work" du r i n g  an at tack,  as i f  to whi t ewash this hor r i b l e  
cr ime of  violat ion.  U.S.  Sena t o r  Jesse He l ms ,  in a r gu i ng  why he 
want ed  to r educe  federal  f und i ng  for AIDS r esearch,  said that  
he saw no reason to provide  a d e q u a t e  r esources  because  the 
disease is b r o u g h t  on by the "del iberate ,  di sgust ing and revol t ­
ing conduc t "  of  those who are gay. The real i ty is tha t  in addi t i on  
to be i ng  sexual ly t r a n s m i t t e d  — among  bot h  ho mo s e x u a l s  and 
he t e r osexua l s  — AIDS has been t r ansmi t t ed  t h r o u g h  bl ood t rans­
fusions,  to n e wb o r n  babies  t h r o u g h  mo t h e r s  infected wi th the 
virus,  and to hea l t h  care workers  who were accidental l y pr i cked 
by i mpr ope r l y  steri l ized needl es  used on infected pat ients .  
Thus,  He l ms '  c o m m e n t  smacks  not  only of  bigot ry but  of  s im­
pl ism as well.

Var ious ins t i tut ions  of  society, in thei r  fai lure to t each or 
d e mo n s t r a t e  how to t h ink well ,  set peop l e  up for t h i nk i ng  sim­
plistically. Typically,  this fai lure is f ound a mo n g  the mos t  i m­
mensely inf luent ial  ins t i tut ions  of  society i nc l udi ng ,  mo r e  often 
than not ,  the family,  the c hur ch ,  and the mass media .  Given 
that  they have the great es t  i mpac t  on our  lives, the decept ive  
messages they i mpa r t  to us abou t  what ' s  i m p o r t a n t  in life can­
not  be t aken lightly. Because  they are our  cul tural  l eaders  in 
por t raying cer t a in ways of  t h i nk i ng  and living as t ruth,  these in-
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st i tut ions have the power  to fool and ma n i p u l a t e  us. They often 
unwi t t ingly p r o m o t e  ha l f - t r u t hs  — somet imes  even bl a t ant  l i es  —  
u n d e r  the guise of  cul tural  ideas that  we've t aken for g r an t ed  to 
be "normal . "  On the basis o f  cul tural  no r ms ,  we usual ly assume 
that  i f  everyone is t h i nk i ng  this or do i ng  that ,  it mus t  be nor mal  
and correct .

Such n o r ms  inc l ude  not  only not i ons  abou t  what  should be 
the good life and what  shoul d  be accept abl e ,  but  also what  
should be c o ns i de r e d  bad or i n a pp r op r i a t e .  The r e  are posi t ive 
nor ms ,  o f  course ,  such as those that  p r o m o t e  the work ethic 
and e n c o u r a g e  civility in our  e n c o u n t e r s  wi th each other.  But  
these posi t ive no r ms  are not  the pr ob l em.  The n o r ms  that  cre­
ate cul tural  chaos  are the ones  we mus t  r e think.  I call t h e m ne g ­
ative no r ms ,  and f requent ly,  they are dressed up and ma d e  to 
look and s ound pretty.  But  wh e n  you go b e n e a t h  the surface,  
you' l l  f ind they are negat ive precisely because  they d i scourage  
our  growth.  They are based on hal f- t ruths and ou t r i gh t  lies that  
serve to ma n i p u l a t e  and hold us hos t age  psychological ly and 
spiritually.

In People o f  the Lie, I i ndi ca t ed  that  lies create confus ion.  Be ­
cause of  the difficulty ins t i tut ions  woul d  have i f  they were to e n ­
dorse  b l a t ant  lies, they usual ly ma n i p u l a t e  peop l e  by p r o mo t i n g  
hal f- t ruths.  It is a mor e  seduct ive a p p r o a c h ,  but  a hal f- t ruth,  
which usual ly looks and sounds  t rue but  really isn' t ,  is likely to 
p r o d u c e  even grea t e r  confusion.  I n d e e d ,  as the Engl i sh poe t  
Alfred,  Lor d  Tennyson  wrote:  "A lie whi ch is hal f  a t ruth is ever 
the blackest  of  lies."

The  biggest  lie p r o m o t e d  by var ious of  our  social inst i tu­
t i o n s  — and this in some ways plays into our  h u m a n  na t u r e  and 
our  sin of  l aziness  — is t ha t  we ' r e  he re  to be happy all the t ime.  
We ' r e  b o m b a r d e d  by business ,  the medi a ,  and the c h u r c h  wi th 
the lie that  we ' r e  here  to be happy,  fulfilled, and comfor t abl e .  
For  mot ives of  profi t ,  the lies of  mat er i a l i sm and adver t i s ing 
suggest  that  i f  we ' r e  not  happy,  comf or t ab l e ,  and fulfilled, we 
mus t  be eat ing the wr ong  cereal  or dr iving the wr ong  car. Or 
that  we mus t  not  have it r ight  wi th God.  Ho w wicked!  The t ruth 
is that  our  f ines t  mo me n t s ,  mo r e  often than  not ,  occur  precisely
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when  we are u n c o mf o r t a b l e ,  wh e n  we ' re  not  feel ing happy  or 
fulfilled, wh e n  we ' re  s t ruggl ing and searching.

In this b o m b a r d m e n t  of  one - d i me ns i ona l  t h i nk i ng ,  we ' r e  
told in clear  but  subt le ways abou t  what  is e xpec t ed  of  us in or­
der  to fit into society. We are d i scour aged  from ques t i on i ng  or 
sor t ing t h r o u g h ,  mu c h  less conf r ont i ng ,  the lies i n h e r e n t  in 
mater i a l i sm.  I f  we want  to be seen as no r ma l ,  we are simply ex­
pec t ed  to go along to get  along.  But  it is not  simply a ma t t e r  of  
our  be i ng d u m p e d  on.  Frequent ly ,  we will ingly go a l ong wi th 
the lies. Our  l az i nes s  — our natura l  idolat ry of  ease and c o m­
for t  — makes  us co-conspi ra tor s  wi th the mass media.

Of  course  peop l e  are di fferent ,  but  many make  up thei r  
mi nds  — even abou t  i mp o r t a n t  i s sues  — on the basis of  very little 
i n f or mat i on  except  what  society tells t h e m is "normal . "  Given a 
choice,  mos t  opt  not  to t h ink things  t h r ough .  They take the lazy 
way out ,  buying into simplist ic a s sumpt i ons  and s tereotypes.  In 
the ques t  to feel they fit in, they fall prey to mass -medi a  lies and 
ma n i pu l a t i ons  in o r de r  to bel ieve they are not  that  di f ferent  
from thei r  n e i ghbor s  or so they can feel t hey ' r e  keep i ng  up 
with the Joneses .  They feel c ompe l l e d  to buy the cereals adver ­
tisers say will make  t h e m heal thy and fit, wi t hou t  ques t i on i ng  
the validity of  such claims.  They base thei r  sense of  wor t h  pr i ­
mari ly on the pur chas e  of  luxury cars and o t he r  ameni t i es  they 
canno t  afford,  even t h o u g h  it will put  t h e m in f inancial  st rain 
with long- t e rm debt .

Many go a l ong wi th negat ive n o r ms  even t h o u g h  an i nner  
gnawing tells t hem s o me t h i n g  is suspect .  It is qui te c o m m o n  for 
those who are circles,  so to speak,  to a t t e mp t  to force t h e m ­
selves to fit into the square  pegs of  cul tural  pat t erns .  They are 
unwi l l ing to cha l l enge  nor ms ,  in par t  to avoid paying the pr ice 
of  unpopul ar i t y ,  of  be i ng viewed as outcast s  who are s o me h o w 
a bnor ma l .  They usual ly live to r egre t  it. Havi ng  es tabl i shed a 
solid career  by the age of  thirty-five,  but  still single,  Sally is un ­
der  great  social pr essure  to mar ry  the next  ma n  who comes  
along.  Given society' s suspicions  and cri t icism of  "old maids, " 
she s uccumbs  wi t hou t  t h i nk i ng  a bou t  the issues mor e  radical ly 
and for herself.  But  Sally years later  may come to know that  she
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should have fol lowed her  own h u n c h e s  abou t  get t ing mar r i ed.  
Laid off in a co r por a t e  downsiz ing whe n  he is f i f ty-five,  a man  
like Bill may f ind h i mse l f  in deep  regre t  that  he bypassed the 
o ppor t un i t y  to pur sue  the career  he always want ed  in nur s i ng  
and ins tead b o u g h t  into the c o mp a n y - ma n  i mage as the norm.  
Men in our  society expe r i e nc e  t r e m e n d o u s  pressure  to prove 
thei r  mascul ini ty t h r o u g h  thei r  i ncome .  But  Bill lost out  by not  
da r i ng  to be different .

Medi a  images  are rife wi th rigid concept s  about  our  h u ­
manity.  The f i f t y i sh  w o m a n  who can' t  r e l i nqui sh her  i mage as 
forever  thirty will make  her se l f  mi serabl e  to ma i n t a i n  her  al­
l iance with simpl i sm,  and in the process  c i r cumven t  the possi ­
bility of  f inding grace in the aging process.  Whi l e  this may be 
easily di smissed as be i ng her p r ob l e m,  it is i mp o r t a n t  to r ecog­
nize that  this w o ma n  is not  alone.  The negat ive n o r m in our  ad­
vert ising direct ly or indi rect ly suggests that  wo me n  are pr imar i ly 
sexual  objects who lose thei r  value as they age.  The valuable 
male  in our  adver t i s ing is the one who makes  money.  In par t  be ­
cause of  the s impl i sm i n h e r e n t  in sexist t h i nk i ng ,  many a man  
deems  his work out s ide the h o me  exponent i a l l y  mor e  i mp o r ­
t ant  t han  his wife's h o m e m a k i n g  skills in o r de r  to boos t  his self­
i mage,  despi t e  the t ens ions  it creates  to u p h o l d  his flawed 
as sumpt i ons .  Ra t he r  t han  up d a t e  thei r  vision,  both  men  and 
w o m e n  in our  society engage  in simplist ic t h i nk i ng  in o r de r  to 
con f o r m to negat ive norms .

We may feel s omewha t  like hos tages  in this p r ed i camen t .  
We are caugh t  be t ween  the d e ma n d s  of  conformi ty on the one 
hand ,  whi le on the other ,  given our  free will, we can dec i de  that  
it is in our  best  i nteres t  to rise above conven t i ona l  group- think.  
We have the ability to t h i nk  i n d e p e n d e n t l y  abou t  i mp o r t a n t  is­
sues r a t he r  t han  lead many aspects  of  our  lives in a c c o r da nce  
wi th the simplist ic tenet s  of  society. Gr ant ed ,  it takes effort  to 
sort  t h r o u g h  what  we should and shou l dn ' t  bel ieve.  W h e n  we 
deny ourselves au t onomy,  it is no w o n d e r  we b e c o me  confused 
and uncomf or t ab l e .  But  wh e n  we use simplist ic formulas  based 
on the " n o r ma l "  — or f a s h i o n a b l e  — thing to do,  int ernal  i f  not  
ext ernal  chaos is the usual  result.
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W HAT’S IN FASHION ISN’T NECESSARILY FASHIONABLE

The extensive inf luence  of  fashion in our  cul ture  of ten leads 
to conformi t y  t h r o u g h  simplist ic t hi nki ng.  We are a fashion- 
obsessed cul ture ,  wh e t h e r  the fashion of  the day involves what  
to wear,  what  kind of  music to l isten to,  or whi ch poli t ical  i deol ­
ogy to subscr ibe to at the mo me n t .  Ou r  i ncredi bl e  emphas i s  on 
fashion di scourages  peop l e  f rom t h i nk i ng  i n d e p e n d e n t l y  and 
e nc our a ge s  conven t i ona l  t h i nk i ng  in a c c o r d a n ce  wi th general ly 
accept ed  views and s tereotypes.  Such t h i nk i ng  may b o r d e r  on 
the i r rat ional  or cross the l ine into insanity,  as it did for our  na­
t ion in Vie tnam.

We have an obl igat ion to c onf r on t  our  simplist ic t h i nk i ng  
abou t  wha t  be i ng "normal "  should mean:  an obl i ga t i on  to use 
critical t hi nki ng.  Think,  for ins t ance ,  abou t  our  Cons t i t ut i on.  
For close to a century,  it c o u n t e d  a slave as three-fi fths of  a per ­
son. Tha t  was f undament a l l y  crazy. The r e ' s  no such t h ing as a 
fifth of  a per son.  Ei t her  you ' r e  a pe r s on  or you ' r e  not.  Whi l e  it 
may have been  f a s h i o n a b l e  — a workabl e  pol i t ical  and social 
c o mp r o mi s e  at the t i me  — this  anoma l y  wasn' t  seriously ques ­
t i oned for decades .

To use critical t h i nk i ng  doesn ' t  suggest  that  everyone  must  
b e c o me  a walking encyc lopedia .  It does n ' t  me a n  we all have to 
know everything abou t  the Dred Scott deci s ion,  for exampl e .  But  
we have an obl igat ion to study, l earn,  and th ink abou t  those 
things tha t  are of  high i mp o r t a n c e .  One  of  the mos t  crucial  
skills of  crit ical t h i nk i ng  is t ha t  of  dec i d i ng  wha t  is essent ial  to 
think or learn about ,  and what  is nonessent i a l .  And  we mus t  ac­
knowl edge  the gaps in our  own knowl edge ,  r a t he r  t han  feel 
compe l l e d  to let pr ide,  fear, or laziness lure us into assumi ng  
the role of  know-it-all.

ASSUMPTIONS, STEREOTYPES, AND LABELING

To assume we know everything,  and par t i cular ly s o me t h i n g  we 
don ' t  really know,  is, as the old saying goes,  to make  an ass out
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of  you and me.  The  s impl i sm of  a s sumpt i ons  is a way of  life for 
some.  The r e  are peop l e  who assume thei r  way of  t h i nk i ng  —  
wh e t h e r  it's abou t  a wo ma n ' s  r ight  to a bor t i on  or abou t  prayer  
in s choo l s  — has to be "always right ," despi t e any evidence  to the 
contrary.  W h e n  it involves a pr eca r i ous  need  to preserve  thei r  
own false sense of  integr i ty and dignity,  thei r  self- image be ­
comes  cloaked in a s sumpt i ons  of  r i g h t e o u s n e s s . They c a n ' t  —  
w o n ' t  — cons i de r  al ternat ives.  Pe r haps  it woul d  feel a lmos t  like 
dea t h  to do so, to let go of  thei r  s impl ism.

Some of  the mos t  c o m m o n  — and often des t ruct ive  — as ­
s umpt i ons  are based on s t ereotypes abou t  ourselves and o t her  
peopl e .  St e r eot ypi ng typical ly involves l abel ing and ca t egor i z­
ing peop l e  and things  in a s i mp l e mi n d e d  ma nne r ,  t hen  maki ng  

j u d g m e n t s  on the basis o f  the a s sumpt i ons  we at tach to these 
categor ies .  Such assumpt i ons  often prove to be mi s l eading.  The 
hero  of my novel  In Heaven as on Earth starts off a s sumi ng  that  
t here  will be no mystery in heaven;  everything will be bl and,  
s t r a ight forward,  and clear-cut .  To his surpr i se,  he f inds that  
h e a v e n  — l ike ea r t h  — cons i s t s  of  a complex maze of  surpr ises,  
twists, a n d  t u r n s  r a t h e r  t h a n  s o me  simplistic Utopia.

Many make  j u d g m e n t s  a bou t  other s  on the basis o f  la­
bel s  — for exa mpl e ,  associat ing l iberals wi th b l eed i ng  hear t s  and 
conservat ives  wi th the r ight eous ly rigid.  Racial  and ethnic  labels 
are rife wi th of ten mi s l ead i ng  a s sumpt i ons  about  the charac t er s  
of  individual s  who are ident i f ied with t hese groups .  A Jewish 
pe r son ' s  poli t ical  di sposi t ion may be incor rec t ly perce ived by 
some on the basis o f  categor ies  dividing J u d a i s m into O r t h o ­
dox,  Conservat ive,  and Ref or m camps .  Used-car  sa l esmen are 

j u d g e d  by some to be sleazy or u n s c r u p u l o u s ,  thus u n d e r m i n ­
ing the r e pu t a t i on  of  the many h a r d wo r k i n g  sa l esmen whose  
charac t er s  are above r epr oach .  And  t here  is a c o m m o n  as­
sumpt i on  that  anyone  who openl y  calls h i mse l f  a Chr i s t i an 
mus t  be a f undament a l i s t ,  or that  anyone  who calls hi mse l f  ag­
nost ic mus t  not  be spiri tual ly mat ure .

Whi l e  some stereotypes  may have a grain of  t ruth to t hem,  
f requent ly they are too simplist ic to cap t ure  the subt le differ­
ences,  as well as the similari t ies,  in ma k i ng  compa r i s ons  and
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j u d g m e n t s .  W h e n  e x t r eme ,  they may form the basis o f  a s s u mp ­
t ions that  are used to br ing abou t  or just i fy potent i a l ly des t r uc ­
tive act ions.

One  of  the mai n  dynami cs  of  my m u r d e r  mystery,  A Bed by 
the Window, is the stereotypical  t h i nk i ng  of  a young  detect ive.  
On the basis o f  his many as sumpt i ons ,  L i e u t e n a n t  Petr i  makes  a 
host  o f  er ror s  in t h i nk i ng  and j u d g m e n t  t ha t  lead h i m to come  
per i lously close to ar res t i ng the wr ong per son.  His f i rst  a s s u mp ­
t ion leads h i m to na r r ow his invest igat ion to one female nurse  
simply because  she had been  sexual ly involved with the m u r d e r  
victim. His second as s umpt i on  is bel i eving that  this w o ma n  
c ou l dn ' t  possibly have loved the vict im because  he was so phys ­
ically de f o r med ,  even t h o u g h  she in fact cared deeply for him.  
And  because  mor e  peop l e  at  the nur s i ng  h o me  had died d u r ­
ing the shift tha t  this nur se  worked,  L i e u t e n a n t  Petr i  assumes  
she is a mass m u r d e r e r  who kills pat i ent s  in the na me  of  mercy.

One  of  the mos t  cynical  a s sumpt i ons  espoused  by Li eu­
t e nan t  Petr i  also turns  out  to be the mos t  b l i nding.  He bel ieves 
that  peop l e  in nur s i ng  h o me s  who are seni le can never  think.  
As a result ,  he di smisses subt le leads,  over looks  signi f icant  clues,  
and neglects  i mp o r t a n t  aspects  of  his e xpe r i ences  in c o n n e c t ­
ing wi th o ther s  dur i ng  his invest igat ion.

In his gener i c  s t ereotypes  abou t  peop l e  in nur s i ng  home s ,  
the cha r ac t e r  is mo d e l e d  after myself.  Init ially in my own p r o ­
fessional  ca reer  wh e n  I wor ked  wi th pat i ent s  in a nur s i ng  h o me ,  
I wore  bl inders .  My a s s umpt i on  was that  nur s i ng  h ome s  were 
mere  d u m p i n g  g r o u n d s  for the living dead.  Over  t ime,  wha t  I 
found ins tead was an e n v i r o n m e n t  wi th var ied dept hs ,  f i l led 
with i nt er es t i ng  peop l e ,  humor ,  love,  and all o t he r  aspects  of  
h u m a n  behavior .  As I did t h r o u g h  f i rs thand e xpe r i e nc e ,  L i eu­
t e nan t  Pet r i  eventual ly l earns  to look beyond the surface.  He 
gradual ly has his eyes o p e n e d  to the real i zat ion that  simplist ic 
t h i nk i ng  often leads us down bl ind alleys.

We i n d e e d  go down bl ind alleys wh e n  we rely strictly on as­
sumpt i ons ,  labels,  and s tereotypes  and t h ink abou t  peopl e  in a 
simplist ic way. To assume,  because  I wri te abou t  spiri tuality,  that  
I do not  have h u m a n  fail ings woul d  be a simplist ic conclus ion.
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To say that  s o me o n e  who ident i f ies h i mse l f  as a Chr i s t i an mus t  
t he r e f or e  automat i ca l ly  be hol i er  t han  all other s  woul d  be an­
o t her  simplist ic as sumpt i on .  Wi th rel igion in par t icular ,  t here ' s  
a t e nde nc y  for many to use labels and a s sumpt i ons  to val idate 
thei r  spirituality.  Some th i nk  that  the d e n o m i n a t i o n  to whi ch 
they be l ong  mus t  be the one and only route  to real izing God.  
Tha t  is mi s t aken.  God does n ' t  care as m u c h  about  labels as She 
does abou t  substance.

Labe l i ng  o f  peop l e  and things  always has h i d d e n  liabilities.  
For  one,  it d i mi n i shes  and deple t es  t he i r  dept h .  In my opi n i on ,  
the a s s umpt i on  that  s o me o n e  who is physical ly beaut i ful  is also 
k i nder  and smar t e r  than s o me o n e  who is physical ly d e f o r me d  is 
only that:  an a s sumpt i on ,  not  a t ruth.  Yet study after study done  
on this subject  shows that  mos t  peopl e  favor those who are 
viewed as at t ract ive and most  of ten at t r i but e  such be n e v o l e n t  
qual i t ies to them.

Many a s sumpt i ons  we draw from label ing keep life at the 
level of  superficial i ty.  We negl ec t  to ques t i on  our  conclus ions .  It 
would,  however ,  be j us t  as simplist ic to say tha t  t here ' s  never  any 
good r eason for label ing.  Scientists mus t  categor ize  things  to 
test t heor i es  and to repl i cate results.  Teachers  mus t  recognize  
that  not  every sevent h-grader  is capable  of  b e c o m i n g  a great  
writer.  Parent s  mus t  di s t ingui sh b e t ween  the pe r sona l  tastes 
and t e m p e r a m e n t s  of  t he i r  ch i l dr en  i f  t hey ' r e  going to be pe r ­
cept ive e n o u g h  to r e s pond  to the specific needs  of  each child.  
So l abel ing has its pur poses  — l imi t ed  purposes .  W h e n  it's p r o ­
duct ive,  it serves to help us make  quick,  s ome t i mes  l i fesaying 
decisions.  I f  you ' r e  on the st reet  at n i gh t  and be i ng a p p r o a c h e d  
by a m e n a c i n g  s t r anger  wi th a gun,  it woul d  be fool ish to say, 
"Hm,  let me analyze this before I flee."

We need  to use labels to size up some things.  The r e  are 
t imes when  we mus t  make  t e mp o r a r y  deci s ions  unt i l  we have 
mor e  i n f o r ma t i on  or e x p e r i e n c e  abou t  a si tuat ion or per son.  
But  for the mos t  part ,  we t end  to label  for the wr ong  reasons.  
Wh e n  we use l abel ing to make  a s s umpt i ons  and unjust ly dis­
cr i mi na t e  against  o t he r s  — or to make  excuses  for our se l ves  — we 
infer  b r o a d e r  qual i t ies abou t  a pe r son  or a s i tuat ion wi t hou t  the
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i nf o r ma t i on  necessary to s uppor t  our  conclus ions .  Somet i mes ,  
the c o n s e q u e n c e s  can be dest ruct ive not  only to o ther s  but  to 
ourselves.

COMMON CRIMINAL THINKING

I f  we ' r e  hones t  with ourselves ,  mos t  of  us mus t  admi t  that  at 
some t ime or a n o t h e r  we have e n ga ge d  in cr iminal  t h i nki ng,  
which is but  one form of  d i s o r de r ed  thinking.  The bulk of  crit­
ical t heory  on cr iminal  t h i nk i ng  has been  der ived pr imar i ly 
f rom peop l e  who are i nca r ce ra t ed  or have otherwi se  b r o k e n  
the law. But  t here  is often a thin l ine s epara t i ng  cr iminal s  b e ­
hind bars f rom the rest  o f  us. The  resea rch  on cr iminal  t h i nk­
ing under scores  the most  c o m m o n  pat t erns  of  i rrat ional  t h o u g h t  
that  lead to d i s o r de r e d  decisions.  Most  c o m m o n  cr iminal  
t h i nk i ng  pa t t e rns  are not  so mu c h  convo l u t ed  as simplist ic and 
one - d i mens i ona l .  T h e n  the re  is a t e nde nc y  a m o n g  some to see 
t hemselves  as always the victim. Peop l e  who th ink this way do 
not  take responsibi l i ty for thei r  choices.  For  other s  still, t here  is 
a lack of  perspect ive  abou t  t ime,  which resul ts in living p r i ma r ­
ily in the present ,  wi t hou t  invest ing in the future or t aking into 
accoun t  the c o n s e q u e n c e s  of  one ' s  act ions.

One  aspect  o f  cr iminal  t h i nk i ng  pa t t e rns  s tands out  mos t  
because  of  its p r eva l ence  a m o n g  no n c r i mi n a l  s egment s  of  the 
popul a t i on .  It is an a t t i tude of  o wner s h i p ,  or wha t  can be r e ­
ferred to as a sense of  en t i t l ement .  I n h e r e n t  in this a t t i tude is a 
cockiness  that  bor de r s  on b l a t ant  narcissism.  Those  wi th an ex­
t r eme  sense of  e n t i t l e me n t  are able to just i fy violat ing o t her  
peopl e  or t hei r  p r oper t y  wi t hout  r ega rd  to thei r  rights.  I f  thei r  
t h i nk i ng  stems f rom an "inferiori ty compl ex , "  those who feel 
ent i t l ed see themselves  as helpless  and often as vict ims.  They 
c ompl a i n  and prot es t  great ly abou t  the lack of  oppor t un i t i e s  
they have had in life because  of  thei r  e thni c ,  e c o n o mi c ,  or f am­
ily b a c k g r o u n d .  They d i scoun t  thei r  own fai lure to pu t  in the ef­
fort  r equ i r ed  to i mpr ove  thei r  lives. Some will choose  to steal,  
ma n i pu l a t e ,  and otherwi se  take f rom other s  because  of  thei r
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bel i ef  that  the wor ld owes them.  They fail to see thei r  own n e g ­
l igence in cons i de r i ng  al ternat ive ways of  t h i nk i ng  and living.

In other s  the sense of  e n t i t l e me n t  arises out  of  a "super ior ­
ity compl ex . "  A pe r s on  may bel ieve he should always have first  
shot  at everything,  again usual ly because  of  his e thnic ,  eco­
nomi c ,  or family ba c k g r o u n d .  He thinks those like him are also 
super i or  and t herefore  due anyt h i ng  they desi re,  even i f  get t ing 
it means  t aking f rom others .  He feels ent i t l ed to the best  e d u ­
cat ional  o r  j o b  oppor t un i t i e s ,  and is of fended by other s  who 
want  the best  for themselves .  Des i r i ng the best  in life is not  the 
p r ob l em.  This t h i nk i ng  is p r ob l ema t i c  when  peop l e  are wil l ing 
to violate other s  by d i sc r i mi na t i on ,  exploi t a t i on ,  and o p p r e s ­
sion,  denyi ng  t h e m the same rights,  oppor t un i t i e s ,  and access 
to valued resources .

Of  course ,  all of  this is simplist ic t h inking.  It is as a p p a r e n t  
a m o n g  those cons i de r e d  to be o therwi se  i nt e l l igent  and suc­
cessful,  who have a t t e n d e d  t op- no t ch  schools  and run major  
c o r por a t i ons ,  as it is a m o n g  the u n e d u c a t e d ,  unde r pr i v i l eged ,  
and cr iminal  and mental ly ill popu l a t i ons .  The c o m m o n  d e ­
n o m i n a t o r  is our  h u m a n  t e n d e n c y  of  fai l ing to t h ink well.

THINKING TOO LITTLE IS YOUR PROBLEM

One  pa t i ent  I saw in my pract i ce  years ago is an e xampl e  of  the 
p r ob l e ms  c rea t ed by a fai lure to t h ink well. His prevai l ing m o ­
tive, and the specific defect  in his t hi nki ng,  was resi s tance to 
change .  Given that  we live in a wor ld o f  c hange ,  t h i nk i ng  that  it 
was possible not  to c hange ,  or simply to avoid c hange ,  fell 
s ome whe r e  in be t ween  an i l lusion and a delus ion.  This man  
came to see me f rom a count ry  town that  was abou t  a twenty- 
mi nu t e  drive f rom my office. He saw me twice a week for four 
years and went  t h r o u g h  his life savings for these sessions.  This 
i nves t ment  of  t ime and mo n e y  woul d  seem to reflect  an i nteres t  
in change  and growth.  Such,  I di scovered,  was not  the case.

Wh e n  he first s tar ted,  I gave him a map  for a shor t cu t  he 
could take when  co mi n g  to see me,  saving bot h  t ime and
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money.  Ab o u t  six m o n t h s  into therapy,  he c o mp l a i n e d  one day 
abou t  how long it t ook to drive to his a p p o i n t me n t s .  So I said, 
"Well,  J o h n ,  try the shor tcut . "  But  he repl i ed,  "I 'm sorry,  I lost 
the map. "  I gave him a n o t h e r  one.

A b o u t  six m o n t h s  after that ,  he c o mp l a i n e d  again abou t  
how long it took.  I asked,  "Well,  do you take the shor tcut?"  He 
said, "No,  it's wi nt e r  and I haven ' t  wan t ed  to c hance  it on the icy 
back roads. " I t hen  asked w h e t h e r  he had lost  the map  again,  
and I e n d e d  up giving hi m a n o t h e r  one.  Finally,  a year  or so 
l a t e r  — about  two years into t h e r a p y  — he s tar ted c o mpl a i n i ng  
again,  and again I asked,  "John,  have you t r ied the shor tcut?" 
He said, "Oh,  yeah.  I t r ied it but  it d i dn ' t  save any t ime." So I 
said — and this is not  typical of  analyst  b e h a v i o r  — "John,  off the 
couch.  Get  off the couch.  We ' r e  going to do an expe r i ment . "

I gave him the opt i on  of  be i ng  the r e c o r d e r  or the driver. 
He dec i ded  to be the recorder .  We got  into my car and drove 
the route  he usual ly took,  and t hen  we drove the shor t cut  back 
to my office. The shor t cut  would have saved him five mi nu t e s  
each way. "John," I said. "I'd like to po i n t  out  s o me t h i n g  to you.  
You have lost ten mi nu t e s  on every r o u n d  trip you have made  to 
my office. You have gone  out  o f  your  way for the last two years,  
the equi va l en t  o f  two t h o u s a n d  mi nu t es ,  or t hr ee  days.  You have 
wasted t hr ee  days of  your  life. Not  only that ," I added ,  "you've 
dr iven a total of  twelve t h o u s a n d  mi les out  o f  your  way to avoid 
t aking that  shor tcut .  And  i f  that  isn' t  e n o u g h ,  you' ve lied to 
pr o t ec t  your  neurosi s . "

It was a year  after t ha t  — af ter  a total  of  t hree  years of  t he r ­
a p y  — when J o h n  f inal ly said,  "Well, I gues s  — I s uppos e  — the 
d o m i n a n t  mot ive in my life is to avoid any change . "  Tha t  was 
why he avoided taking the shor tcut .  It woul d  have me a n t  t h i nk­
ing and doi ng  s o me t h i n g  di f ferent  f rom what  he had b e c o me  
a c c u s t o me d  to. The same was t rue in our  work together .  But  his 
use of  the phrase  "I guess" and "I suppose"  ma d e  it clear  that  
J o h n  was still r e l uc t an t  to own up to the necessi ty for change .  
The power  of  neuroses  can be formi dabl e .  Less t han  a success­
ful case,  unti l  the very end of our work he c o n t i n u e d  to set h i m­
self up for fai lure by seeking to avoid the risks involved with
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change .  Like J o h n ,  many peop l e  run f rom the cha nge  neces ­
sary for growth.  They a r en ' t  wil l ing to face the task of  r e f o r mu ­
lat ing some of  the a s sumpt i ons  and i l lusions they have accept ed  
as t ruth.

Wh e n  I was in psychiat r ic t ra ining,  s ch i zophr en i a  was la­
beled a t h i nk i ng  disorder ,  or a t h o u g h t  di sorder .  Since that  
t ime,  I have come to bel ieve that  all psychiat r ic d i sorder s  are 
t h i nki ng  disorders .  Individual s  at the ex t r emes  of  ment a l  ill­
ness,  as in some forms of  s ch i zophr eni a ,  are clearly the vict ims 
of  d i s o r de r ed  t h i nki ng  and may be so far out  of  t ouch  wi th re­
ality t ha t  they c a n n o t  funct ion well in day-to-day activities.  Yet 
we have all me t  narcissists,  obsessive-compulsives ,  and passive- 
d e p e n d e n t  peop l e  in our  social and work lives. The i r  menta l  
hea l t h  may be fragile,  but  they m a n a g e  to a p p e a r  "normal "  
and get  by. The  fact, however ,  is that  they, too,  are d i so r de r ed  
thinkers .  Narcissists c anno t  t h ink abou t  o t he r  people .  Obsessive- 
compul s ives  c a n n o t  t h ink abou t  the big picture.  Passive- 
d e p e n d e n t  peop l e  c a n n o t  t h ink for themselves.

In every psychiat r ic cond i t i on  I have wor ke d  wi th over  the 
years,  t here  was some d i sorder  of  t h i nk i ng  involved.  Most  p e o ­
ple who go into t he rapy  are suffering from ei ther  a neuros i s  or 
cha r ac t e r  di sorder .  A m o n g  the genera l  p o p u l a t i o n  who never  
go to see a psychot herapi s t ,  t hese condi t i ons  are equal ly p r o m i ­
nen t  and are,  again,  the resul t  o f  d i s o r de r ed  t hinking.  They 
are,  at root ,  i l lusions of  responsibi l i ty,  and as such,  they reflect  
oppos i t e  styles of  t h i nk i ng  abou t  and rela t ing to the wor ld and 
the p r o b l e ms  in life.

The  neuro t i c  pe r son  is u n d e r  the i l lusion that  she is re­
sponsible for everyone  or everything and,  as a result ,  often as­
sumes too mu c h  responsibi l i ty.  Wh e n  neurot i cs  are in confl ict  
with the wor ld,  they t end to assume automat i ca l ly  that  they are 
at fault. The pe r s on  wi th a cha r ac t e r  d i sorder  opera t es  u n d e r  
the i l lusion that  he s h ou l dn ' t  have to be respons ibl e  for hi mse l f  
or anyone  else. Thus ,  he' s not  likely to take on e n o u g h  r e s p o n ­
sibility. Wh e n  those wi th cha r ac t e r  di sorder s  are in confl ict  with 
the wor ld they automat i ca l ly  assume the wor ld is at fault.
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Let  me point  out  that  all of  us have to live with some illu­
sions.  These  are what  psychologis t s  call heal thy i l lusions,  which 
help s uppor t  us du r i ng  per i ods  of  t rans i t i on in life and give us 
hope.  Take the i l lusion of  r oma n t i c  love. Peop l e  wo u l d n ' t  get  
mar r i ed  wi t hou t  it. The i l lusion that  raising ch i l dr en  is going to 
be mor e  fun t han  pain is heal thy,  too.  Ot her wi se  we wo u l d n ' t  
have chi l dr en .  I t h o u g h t  that  my own chi l dr en  woul d  be easier  
to deal  wi th wh e n  they got  out  of  di apers ,  and t hen  I t h o u g h t  
that  they woul d  be easier  when  they star ted school .  T h e n  I 
t h o u g h t  they woul d  be easier  wh e n  they got  t he i r  driver ' s  li­
censes.  Th e n  wh e n  they went  to col lege.  T h e n  wh e n  they got  
mar r i ed.  Now I have the i l lusion that  my ch i l dr en  will be easier  
to deal  with once  t hey ' r e  in thei r  forties.  I l lusions like that  keep 
us going and e n c o u r a g e  growth.

So i l lusions are not  totally bad,  unless  we hold on to t hem 
far too long and be yond  thei r  usefulness.  The p r o b l e m comes  
when  our  i l lusions consis tent ly i nt er fere  wi th growth.  For  ex­
ampl e ,  the s ixteen-year-old who b e c o me s  obsessive in her  t h i nk­
ing abou t  he r  eat ing habi t s  and a p p e a r a n c e  may feel she is 
never  thin e n o u g h  or good e n o u g h  to me a s u r e  up to the o t her  
girls in her  school .  In t aking this i l lusion to an e x t r e me ,  she 
may starve her se l f  and b e c o me  anorexic .  Or she may out gr ow 
this neur o t i c  d i l e mma  by the t ime she r eaches  he r  twent i es  and 
b ecomes  mor e  conf i den t  and self-assured.  The y oung  ma n  who 
doesn ' t  excel  in sports  may find that  his intel lectual  qual i t ies 
c o mp e n s a t e  for his lack o f  athlet ic skills. I f  he can l earn to value 
his intel lect ,  it will be mor e  possible to ove r come  the neuro t i c  
inferiori ty c o mp l e x  he e xpe r i ences  when  c o mp a r i n g  h i mse l f  to 
the j ocks  at his school .  So a mi ld neuros i s  or sl ight  c ha r ac t e r  dis­
o r de r  need  not  be viewed as a l i fet ime disposi t ion.  On the o t her  
hand ,  our  per s i s t ent  neur os es  and c ha r ac t e r  d i sorder s  are cr ip­
pl ing i f  not  deal t  with.  They can grow and b e c o me  like bou l de r s  
that  totally block our  way.

Carl J u n g  wrote ,  "Neurosi s  is always a subst i tute for legi t i ­
mate  suffering." But  the subst i tute can b e c o me  mo r e  painful  
than the l egi t imate  suffering it was des i gned  to avoid.  The neu-
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rosis itself ul t imately b e c ome s  the biggest  p r ob l em.  As I wrote  
in The Road Less Traveled, "True to form,  many  will t hen  a t t e mp t  
to avoid this pain and this p r o b l e m,  in t urn,  bu i l d i ng  layer 
u p o n  layer of  neuros i s .  For tunately,  however ,  some possess the 
cour age  to face thei r  neur oses  and be g i n  — usual ly wi th the 
help of  p s y c h o t h e r a p y  — to l earn how to e x pe r i e nc e  l egi t imate  
suffering.  In any case,  wh e n  we avoid the l egi t imate  suffering 
that  resul ts f rom deal ing wi th p r ob l e ms ,  we also avoid the 
growth that  p r ob l e ms  d e m a n d  f rom us. It is for this r eason that  
in ch r on i c  ment a l  illness we stop growing,  we b e c o me  stuck. 
An d  wi t hou t  growth,  wi t hou t  heal ing,  the h u m a n  spiri t  begins  
to shrivel."

THINKING TO O  M UCH IS SOMEBODY ELSE'S PROBLEM

Al t h o u g h  often we do d a ma g e  to ourselves t h r o u g h  simplist ic 
t h i nk i ng ,  t here  are o t he r  t imes  wh e n  peop l e  may seek to d a m ­
age us for da r i ng  to t h ink well.  I f  we th ink a great  deal  and o t h­
ers don ' t  par t i cular ly like it, t ha t  is thei r  p r o b l e m,  not  ours.  I f  
you use your  brain,  it's b o u n d  to create  a p r o b l e m for o ther s  i f  
they are seeking to use,  abuse,  or cont rol  you or keep you d e ­
p e n d e n t  or fearful .  The i r  h i d d e n  mot ive may be to d i scourage  
you f rom real izing the sense of  per sona l  power  that  is direct ly 
r e l a t ed to the ability to exerci se good,  i n d e p e n d e n t  t hinking.

Muc h  is invested in having us bel ieve everything we read in 
newspaper s  and everyt hi ng our  g o v e r n m e n t  tells us. After  all, i f  
we ' r e  not  t h i nk i ng  for ourselves,  we are easy targets  for cont rol  
and mani pu l a t i on .  To keep us d e p e n d e n t ,  we are t augh t  that  
it's not  necessary to t h ink much.  My own paren t s  used to r ou ­
t inely tell me,  "Scotty, you t h ink too much . "  How many parent s  
or t eacher s  have told ch i l dr en  the same thing:  "You t h ink too 
much. "  Wha t  a ter r ible t h i ng  to say to anybody.  The  reason we 
were given a brain is to think.  But  we live in a cul ture  that  places 
little value on the intel lect ,  the ability to t h i nk  well,  because  it is 
viewed as d i f f e r e n t  — and possibly even da nge r ous .  For  anyone
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who is in cont rol ,  like pa ren t s  or empl oyer s  or our  g o v e r n me n t ,  
it may feel like a t hr ea t  wh e n  s o me o n e  else thinks  i n d e p e n ­
dently.

The mos t  c o m m o n  r esponse  to all of  my wri t ings is not  that  
I've said anyt h i ng  par t i cular ly new. It is that  I wri te abou t  the 
kinds of  things that  a lot of  peop l e  have been  t h i nki ng  all a long,  
but  were afraid to talk about .  They have f ound the knowl edge  
that  they are not  a l one  — not  crazy — to be of  great  solace in a 
cul ture  that  d i scourages  t hi nki ng,  and often candor .  I nde e d ,  it 
takes cour age  to be di fferent ,  to dare  to be oneself.  I f  we choose  
to t h ink for ourselves,  we mus t  be br aced  for backlash.  We risk 
being seen as eccent r i cs  or ma l con t en t s .  We may be p r e s u me d  
to be on the fr inges of  ma i n s t r e a m society, r e g a r d e d  as differ­
ent  and a b n o r ma l  in the worst  sense of  the word.  But  if we dare 
to seek growth,  we have to dare  to think.

It can take a l i fet ime for many peopl e  to come  to t erms 
wi th the f r eedom they truly have to t h ink for themselves .  But  
this path to f r eedom is obs t r uc t ed  by societal  myths,  one  of  
which woul d  have us bel ieve tha t  once  we have c o mp l e t e d  a d o ­
lescence,  we can' t  change  much.  In reality, we are able to change  
and grow t h r o u g h o u t  our  l i f e t i mes  — even in the subt lest  ways. 
But  it is a choice.  Of ten it is wh e n  we me e t  the crises of  midl i fe 
that  our  t h i nk i ng  takes off in new and i n d e p e n d e n t  di rect ions.  
And  for some,  i n d e p e n d e n t  t h i nk i ng  evolves only when  they 
are abou t  to die.  Sadly, of  course ,  for many it never  happens .

THE GOOD, THE BAD, AND THE IN-BETWEEN

It is a t rue saying that  you are wha t  you think.  You are what  you 
think most  about .  You are what  you d on ' t  t h ink about .  So in 
essence,  the good,  the bad,  and everyt hi ng in b e t ween  that  we 
think or do n ' t  t h ink a bou t  tells mu c h  abou t  who we are.  W h e n  
we th ink simplist ical ly abou t  everything,  we set ourselves  up to 
always expec t  s imple solut ions,  obvious answers ,  and clear  re­
sults even in c o mp l e x  si tuat ions.  We need  to come  to t erms  with
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the reali ty that  many  s i tuat ions  — such as wh e t h e r  to mar ry this 
pe r son  or that  one ,  what  ca r ee r  to choose ,  when  to buy a 
hous e  — involve  gambles .  We need  to l earn to live wi th the "in­
be t weenness"  of  uncer tainty.

A to l e r ance  for uncer t a inty,  as I po i n t e d  out  in The Road 
Less Traveled, is crucial  in the process  of  ques t i on i ng  our  as­
sumpt i ons .  And  in A Bed by the Window, my detect ive runs  off 
h a l f - c o c k e d  — and ast ray — with his s tereotypical  t h i nk i ng  in a 
rush t o  j u d g m e n t  in large par t  because  he is unwi l l ing to wait  
t h r o u g h  a pe r i od  of  uncer ta inly.  But  since we can never  be sure 
we have cons i de r ed  all aspects  of  a s i tuat ion,  the wi l l ingness to 
t h ink in de p t h  of ten leads to indecisiveness.  Ther e ' s  always a 
chance  we may leave s o me t h i n g  out ,  and we mus t  be wi l l ing to 
bear  the pain involved in be i ng uncer t a i n .  In the face of  this 
uncer t a inty,  we still have to be able to act and make  deci s ions 
at some point .  In we i ghi ng  our  t hough t s  and feel ings,  what  
mat t er s  mos t  is w h e t h e r  we are wi l l ing to wrest le wi th the real ­
izat ion tha t  we d on ' t  know it all. This means  not  only being in­
t rospect ive,  but  also e xp e r i e n c i n g  doubt .  Doubt ,  I bel ieve,  is 
often the b e g i n n i n g  of  wisdom.

In my pract i ce  as a psychot herapi s t ,  I di scovered that  many 
peopl e  hold t enaciously to the cer tainty of  thei r  c h i l d h o o d  be ­
liefs, as i f  they c ou l dn ' t  f unct ion as adul ts  wi t hou t  this cer tainty 
as a securi ty blanket .  Only when  they hit  the gapi ng void would 
d o u b t  and uncer t a i n t y  e me r ge ,  and in conf r on t i ng  crisis, t hese 
b e c a me  a saving grace.

Frequent ly,  abou t  one or two years into therapy,  they would 
b e c o me  far mor e  depr e s s ed  than  they were  wh e n  they f i r s t  
came to me.  I cal led the p h e n o m e n o n  t he r a pe u t i c  depress ion.  
At  this j u n c t u r e ,  pa t i ent s  real ized that  t he i r  old way of  t h i nk i ng  
was no l onge r  wor k i ng  for t hem.  They had come  to see some of  
thei r  t h i nk i ng  pa t t e rns  as s tupid or maladapt ive .  But  new ways 
of  t h i nk i ng  se e me d  terri fyingly risky and i nher en t l y  difficult. 
They cou l dn ' t  go back and c ou l dn ' t  go forward,  and in this "in­
be t weenness"  they be c a me  depressed.  At  such t imes,  they 
woul d  ask, "Well,  why go anyplace? Why should I exer t  myself?
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Why should I risk c hang i ng  my beliefs? Why shoul dn ' t  I j u s t  give 
up and kill myself? Why bot her?  What ' s  the po i n t  of  it all?"

For  these ques t ions ,  t here  are never  easy answers.  The r e  
are no answers  in the medica l  t extbooks  or books  of  psychiat ry 
because  these are fundament a l l y  existent ial  and spir i tual  ques ­
t ions .  They are ques t ions  abou t  m e a n i n g  in life. And  a l t hough  
it was difficult  to gr appl e  with,  I cal led this per i od o f  depr es s i on  
t he r apeut i c  precisely because  such spiri tual  gr appl i ng  ul t imately 
led to growth for these pat i ent s  in long- t e rm therapy.

In the i n t r o d u c t i o n  to The Road Less Traveled, I wrote  that  I 
make  little di s t i nc t ion be t ween  the mi nd  and the spirit,  and 
therefore  no di s t inct ion be t ween  spiri tual  growth and menta l  
growth.  You ca n n o t  separa t e  t h i nki ng — i n t e l l e c t  — f rom psy­
chological  and spir i tual  growth.  Wh e n  I was in t r a ining,  it was 
fashionable  to decry intel lectual  insight .  The only t h i ng  cons i d­
ered i mp o r t a n t  was emot i ona l  insight ,  as i f  intel lectual  u n d e r ­
s t anding were wor thless .  This was simplist ic t h inking.  Whi l e  I 
agree that  ul t imately t he re  has to be e mot i ona l  insight ,  mos t  of  
the t ime you can' t  even begin to u n d e r s t a n d  the e mot i ona l  as­
pects of  an individual  case unti l  you have a t t a ined intel lectual  
insight .

Let  us take the Oe d i pus  compl ex.  An adul t  wi th an u n r e ­
solved Oe d i p u s  c ompl e x  c a n n o t  be hea l ed  unless  he f i r s t  i nte l ­
lectually knows what  an Oe d i pus  c o mp l e x  is — if he can be 
hea l ed  at all.

To b e c o me  heal thy adul t s  we f i rst  mus t  resolve the Oedi pa l  
d i l e mma  of  giving up our  sexual  feel ings for our  parent s .  I f  the 
chi ld is a boy, the fa ther  is seen as the c o mp e t i t i o n  for the 
mo t he r ' s  a t t ent ion.  If  it's a girl,  the desi re for the fa ther  as a sex­
ual or love object  means  c o mp e t i n g  wi th the mot her .  For  the 
fi rst  t ime in t hei r  lives, basically,  ch i l dr en  e x p e r i e n c e  the t en­
sions of  loss. They are forced to give up s o me t h i n g  i mp o r t a n t  to 
t h e m that  they ca n n o t  have.  In my e xpe r i e nc e ,  peop l e  who fail 
to resolve the Oe d i p u s  c o mp l e x  appr opr i a t e l y  will t hereaf t er  
have the mos t  severe,  even ove r whe l mi ng ,  difficulty in ever re­
n o u n c i n g  anyt h i ng  since they never  ma d e  that  f i r s t  r enunc i a -
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t ion.  So it's crucial  that  they come to t e rms  wi th not  be i ng able 
to possess the p a r e n t  in the way that  they have fantasized.

A w o m a n  who moved  f rom Flor ida  to Co n n e c t i c u t  to see 
me for t he rapy  was a case in point .  She was an early fan of  The 
Road Less Traveled, and she had the mo n e y  to make  such a move.  
In h i nds ight ,  I should have d i scour aged  her  f rom packi ng up 
and movi ng  so far, because  t here  are always local therapi s t s  
avai lable.  It was one  of  several mistakes I ma d e  in this case,  and 
her  hea l i ng  was i ncompl e t e .  Given the difficulties I e n c o u n ­
t ered with her  in therapy,  the fur thest  we got  in pe n e t r a t i n g  the 
real issue was the day when  she f i rst  hea r d  her se l f  clearly ut ter  
her  h i d d e n  mot ives  for comi ng  to me for therapy.  After  leaving 
a session this par t i cul a r  day, she sat in her  car, sobbing and 
shaking at the s t eer ing wheel .  "Well,  maybe  when  I get  over  my 
Oe d i p u s  compl ex , "  she said, "then Dr. Peck will mar ry me." I 
had b e c o me  the father  f igure in her  life, a r e p l a c e m e n t  for the 
fa ther  she could not  have.  Later,  she said to me,  "Maybe you ' r e  
right .  Maybe I do have an Oe d i p u s  compl ex. "  But  we wo u l d n ' t  
have got t en  even that  far had I not  first  intel lectual ly expl a i ned  
to her  what  an Oe d i p u s  c ompl e x  was.

A n o t h e r  case involved a ma n  who was t r eated,  again un ­
successfully,  for the difficulty he had wi th r e nunc i a t i on .  Wh e n  
he came to see me he was tor tured .  His c o mp l a i n t  was that  he 
had thr ee  gi r l f r iends and was s l eeping wi th all o f  t hem.  C o m ­
pl i cat ing mat t er s ,  he was s tar t ing to be a t t r ac t ed to a four th 
one.  "Dr. Peck," he said, "you do n ' t  u n d e r s t a n d  the agony I 'm 
in, j u s t  how ter r ible this is. Do you know wha t  it's like to try and 
show up at t hree  di f ferent  Thanksgi v i ng  dinners?"

"That  does make  your  life kind of  compl i ca t ed ,  doesn ' t  it?" 
I r e s ponde d .  At  that  t ime,  I was no l onger  seeing peopl e  for 
therapy,  only for consul t a t i ons .  But  since I d i dn ' t  qui te know 
what  to make  of  this man  initially, I asked him to come  back for 
a second visit. In be t ween  those  sessions,  I be ga n  to w o n d e r  
wh e t h e r  the reason he c ou l dn ' t  give up any of  his gi r l f r i ends —  
c ou l dn ' t  choose  o n e  — was pe r haps  that  he h a d n ' t  resolved his 
Oe d i p u s  compl ex .  W h e n  he came back for the s econd session,  
I asked him to tell me abou t  his mother .
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He desc r i bed  her  as s tunningly beaut i ful  and went  on and 
on and on abou t  her. He wor ked  for a c o mp a n y  in pe r s onne l  
counse l i ng  and c o n d u c t e d  wor kshops  re la t ed to psychology.  
Despi t e  the signi f icant  b a c k g r o u n d  he had in psychology,  he 
was emot i ona l l y  unawar e  of  his own d i l emma.  W h e n  I said to 
him,  "Harry,  by the way, do you know what  an Oe d i p u s  c ompl e x  
is?" his reply was "It's got  s o me t h i n g  to do wi th peopl e ,  doesn ' t  
it?" This ma n  should have known,  at least  intel lectual ly,  what  an 
Oe d i pus  c o mp l e x  is. Apparent l y ,  h e  j u s t  h a d n ' t  hea r d  mu c h  of  
what  was said a bou t  it du r i ng  his t ra ining.  The obvious reason,  
of  course ,  is that  it t o u c h e d  on his own neuros i s .  Havi ng  now 
made  the diagnosis ,  I refer red him to a n o t h e r  t herapi s t ,  but  I 
later hea r d  tha t  thei r  sessions were  unsuccessful .  He was unwi l l ­
ing to change .  It  is ha r d  to move on wh e n  you can' t  r e n o u n c e  
anything.

It's a simi lar  p r o b l e m in deal ing wi th masochi s t s .  The root  
of  thei r  neuros i s  is the desi re to be miserabl e .  And  to get  well,  
they have to l earn ways to be happy.  But  thei r  basic mot ive is to 
not  be happy.  This is a setup for self-defeat  in t he rapy  with all 
those who cl ing hard  to s o me t h i n g  they are simply unwi l l ing or 
unabl e  at the t ime to give up,  even t h o u g h  it is ma k i ng  t hem 
unhappy.  It 's as i f  they have a buil t- in mot ive for fai lure.  To 
give up s o me t h i n g  r epr esen t s  ma k i ng  a change .  Like the man  
who was unwi l l ing to give up his promiscui ty,  such individuals  
are unwi l l ing to make  the changes  that  will heal  t hem.  Tha t  is 
the sort  of  pr ice many pay for a t h i nk i ng  disorder .

THINKING AND LISTENING

Given our  a lmos t  addict ive re l i ance on a s s u mp t i o n s  — and on 
the i l lusions that  coexist  wi th t h e m  — we often mi s c o m m u n i c a t e  
with other s ,  c rea t i ng  great  chaos.  The polar i za t ion a long racial 
l ines in the a f t e r mat h  of  the O. J. S i mps on  verdict  is an e x a m­
ple. The fai lure to ques t i on  our  o wn  — whi t e  or bl ack — racial  as­
sumpt i ons  leads to fai lures in really hea r i ng  what  is being 
c o m m u n i c a t e d  to us. We r ema i n  obl ivious to the basics of  good
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c o mmu n i c a t i o n .  It shoul d  go wi t hou t  saying you can ' t  truly 
c o m m u n i c a t e  well i f  you don ' t  l isten well ,  and you are unabl e  to 
l isten well unless you are t h i nki ng  well.

An indust r ial  psychologi s t  once po i n t ed  out  to me that  the 
a m o u n t  of  t ime we devote  to t e ach i ng  cer t ain subjects to our  
ch i l dr en  in school  is inversely p r o p o r t i o n a l  to the f r equency 
with which they will make  use of  t h e m when  they grow up.  I do 
not  bel ieve it woul d  be a good thing to make  what  we teach in 
school  exact ly p r o p o r t i o n a l  to what  will be useful after school ,  
but  I do think we woul d  be wise to give our  ch i l dr en  mor e  in­
s t ruct ion in the processes  of  t h i nk i ng  and l i s tening well.

In mos t  publ ic and pr ivate schools,  t here  is virtual ly no for­
mal  e duca t i on  on these crucial  aspects  of  c o mmu n i c a t i n g .  A 
successful  top execut ive will spend  at least  t h r ee - quar t e r s  of  her  
t ime t h i nki ng  and l i s tening.  She will spend a small  f ract ion 
speaking and an even smal ler  f ract ion wri t ing.  Yet the a m o u n t  
o f  formal  e duc a t i on  we get  in deve l op i ng  these essent ial  skills is 
inversely p r o p o r t i o n a l  to wha t  is r equ i r ed  to be an effective ex­
ecut ive.  The skills are,  in fact, essent ials in every aspect  of  our  
lives.

Many peop l e  t h ink that  l i s tening is a passive i nt eract ion.  It 
is j u s t  t he oppos i t e .  Li s t ening well is an active exerci se of  our  at­
t en t i on  and,  by necessity,  is hard  work.  It is because  they do not  
real ize this or because  they are not  wil l ing to do the work that  
mos t  peop l e  do not  l isten well.  Wh e n  we ex t end  ourselves by at­
t e mp t i n g  to l isten and c o m m u n i c a t e  well ,  we take an ext ra step 
or walk an ext ra mile.  We do so in oppos i t i on  to the iner t ia  of  
laziness or the resi s tance of  fear. It always requi r es  hard  work.

Li s t ening well also r equi res  total  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  u p o n  an­
o t he r  and is a mani f es t a t i on  of  love in the b r oades t  sense of  the 
word.  An essent ial  par t  of  l i s tening well is the di scipl ine of  
bracke t ing,  the t e mp o r a r y  giving up or set t ing aside of  your  
own prejudices ,  f rames of  r e f e r ence ,  and desi res in o r de r  to ex­
pe r i ence  as far as possible a no t he r ' s  wor ld f rom the inside,  s tep­
ping inside his or her  shoes.  This uni f i cat ion of  speaker  and 
l i s tener  is actual ly an ex t ens i on  and e n l a r g e m e n t  of  ourselves,  
and new knowl edge  is always ga i ned  f rom it. Moreover ,  since lis-
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ten i ng  well involves bracke t i ng ,  it also involves a t e mp o r a r y  t o­
tal accept ance  of the other.  Sensing this accept ance ,  the speaker  
will feel less and less vu l ne r ab l e  and mor e  and mor e  i nc l ined to 
open  up the i nne r  recesses of  his or her  mi n d  to the l istener.  As 
this h a p p e n s ,  speaker  and l i s tener  begi n  to u n d e r s t a n d  each 
o t he r  be t t er  and bet ter.  True c o m m u n i c a t i o n  is u n d e r  way and 
the due t  dance  of  love has begun.  The energy r equ i r e d  for the 
di scipl ine of  b r acke t i ng  and the focusing of  total  a t t en t i on  on 
a n o t h e r  is so great  that  it can be a c c ompl i s he d  only by love, 
which I def ine as the will to ex t end  onese l f  for mut ua l  growth.

Most  of  the t ime we lack this energy.  Even t h o u g h  we may 
feel in our  bus iness  deal ings  or social r e l a t i onships  that  we are 
l i s tening well ,  what  we are usual ly do i ng  is l i s tening selectively. 
Of ten,  we have a prese t  a g e n d a  in mi nd  and w o n d e r  as we listen 
how we can achieve cer t a in des i red resul ts to get  the conver sa­
t ion over  with as quickly as possible or r ed i r ec t ed  in ways mor e  
sat isfactory to us. Many of  us are far mo r e  i n t e r es t ed  in talking 
than in l i s tening,  or we simply refuse to l isten to what  we do n ' t  
want  to hear.

Whi l e  it is t rue that  one ' s  capaci ty to l isten well may i m­
prove gradual ly wi th pract i ce ,  it never  b e c o me s  an effortless 
process.  It wasn' t  unt i l  t oward the end of  my career  as a t h e r a ­
pist that  I would some t i mes  ask my pat i ent s  to go over  s o me ­
thing they had said because  my mi nd  had wa n d e r e d .  The first 
few t imes I did this,  I w o n d e r e d  i f  they mi gh t  ques t i on  wh e t h e r  
I had been  l i s t ening at all and would be resent ful .  Wh a t  I 
found,  to the cont rary,  was tha t  they s eemed  to u n d e r s t a n d  in­
tuitively that  a vital e l e me n t  of  the capaci ty to l isten well is be ing 
alert  for those  lapses when  one is not  t ruly l i stening.  And  my ac­
k n o w l e d g m e n t  that  my a t t en t i on  had wa n d e r e d  actual ly reas­
sured t h e m that  mos t  of  the t ime I was l i s tening well.

I have f ound that  the knowl edge  that  one is be i ng  truly lis­
t ened  to is f requent ly,  in and of  itself, r emar kab l y  t he rapeut i c .  
In app r ox i ma t e l y  a qua r t e r  of  the pat i ent s  I saw, w h e t h e r  they 
were adul t s  or ch i l dr en ,  cons i de r ab l e  and even dramat i c  im­
p r o v e me n t  was shown du r i ng  the f i rst  few m o n t h s  of  psycho­
therapy,  before any of  the roots o f  pr ob l ems  had been  uncover ed
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or signi f icant  i n t e r p r e t a t i ons  had been  made .  The r e  are several 
reasons  for this p h e n o m e n o n ,  but  chi ef  a m o n g  t hem,  I bel ieve,  
was the pat i ent ' s  sense that  he or she was be i ng  truly l i s t ened to, 
often for the f i rst  t ime in y e a r s  — and for some,  pe r haps  for the 
first t ime ever.

FREEDOM AND THINKING

Ther e  is a sharp di s t inct ion be t ween  d i s o r de r e d  and clear  
t hi nki ng.  Yet t here  is a rule in psychiat ry that  there ' s  no such 
th i ng  as a bad t h o u g h t  or feel ing.  It is a useful rule in cer t ain 
ways. In o t he r  ways,  it is i tself simplist ic.

We can make  ethical  j u d g m e n t s  only abou t  act ions.  I f  s o me ­
one thinks  a bou t  hi t t ing you and then  p r oc e e ds  to bash you 
over  the head  wi th a l amp,  that  is bad.  To j u s t  t h ink abou t  d o ­
ing so isn' t .  This is the di s t i nct ion be t ween  pr ivate t h o u g h t  and 
"publ ic" act ion.  The lat ter  involves ext e rna l i z i ng our  t hough t s  
by act ing on t hem.  It is virtual ly i mposs ibl e  to make  j u d g m e n t s  
abou t  a pe r son ' s  t ho u g h t s  wh e n  they are not  t r ans l a t ed into b e ­
havior.

So we arrive at a pa r a d o x  r e ga r d i ng  f r eedom and thinking.  
On the one hand ,  we are free to t h i nk  anything.  To be heal ed,  
we have to be free to be ourselves.  But  t hat  does n ' t  me a n  we are 
free to be our  cr iminal  selves and i mpose  our  t h ough t s  on o t h ­
ers or enga ge  in dest ruct ive act ions wi t hou t  cons e que nc e s .  
Thus ,  wi th the f r e e dom to t h i nk  and feel anyt h i ng  also comes  
the responsibi l i ty to di scipl ine our  t hough t s  and feel ings.  
Some,  as I mysel f  had to,  need  to give ourselves pe rmi s s i on  to 
l earn to cry. Ot he r s  who  are easily h ur t  may need  to l earn not  to 
cry as much.  We have to be free to think and feel,  but  that  doesn ' t  
me a n  we should ut t er  every t h o u g h t  a l oud or always wear  our  
hear t s  on our  sleeves.

A great  peace  activist,  conservat ioni s t ,  and civil r ights 
leader ,  Pete Seeger,  used to sing an antifascist  G e r m a n  song,  
"Die Ge d a n k e n  sind frei," which l i terally t ranslates  " Though t s  
Are Free." In o r de r  to t h i nk  and feel,  we have got  to feel free.
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But  as wi th everything else,  t here  are qualifiers.  F r e e d o m  wi th­
out  di scipl ine can get  us in t rouble .  I nde e d ,  the f r eedom to 
t hink anything present s  a compl ex  di l emma.  The r e  are f reedom-  
l imi t ing rules for good thi nki ng,  and not  all t h i nk i ng  is good 
t h inking.  Poor  t h i nki ng  of ten leads to poor  behavior .  F u r t h e r ­
mor e ,  as we've seen in the exampl es  of  our  society' s simplist ic 
t h i nk i ng ,  t here  is mu c h  reason to be caut ious  given the p r e ­
p o n d e r a n c e  of  evidence  that  a lot of  bad and e x t r e me  t h i nki ng  
has been  i n t e r p r e t e d  as good simply because  it is c o mmo n l y  ac­
cept ed  as n o r m a l .

I am r e m i n d e d  of  Cat  Stevens' s lyrics to his song "Can' t  
Keep It In," which ends  with: "Say what  you mean ,  me a n  what  
you ' r e  t h i nk i ng ,  t h ink anything. "  I love the song,  yet  when  he 
says, "Thi nk anything, "  I get  a little leery. Al lowing peop l e  the 
f r eedom to t h i nk  anyt h i ng  can be a scary propos i t i on .  But  we 
must ,  I bel ieve,  give t h e m that  f r eedom.  At  the same t ime,  we 
mus t  r ecogni ze  that  it does not  me a n  all peop l e  are going to 
t h ink well.  In a c knowl e dg i ng  our  f r eedom to think,  we need  al­
ways to r ema i n  aware that  we can make  both  wr ong  and r ight  
choices.  And  wi th the f r e e dom to think,  we mus t  also l earn to 
tolerate  the f r eedom of  be i ng uncer t a i n .

I c h a m p i o n  a proposa l  by a f r iend of  mi ne  who want s  to 
u n d e r s c o r e  these point s  in a symbol ic way. He bel ieves we 
should erect  a Statute of  Responsibi l i ty on the West  Coast  to 
br ing ba l ance  to the Statute of  Liber ty that  s tands on the East  
Coast .  I nde e d ,  we c a n n o t  separa t e  f r eedom from responsibi l i ty.  
Wi th the f r eedom that  we have to t h ink for ourselves,  ul t imately 
we mus t  hold ourselves accoun t a b l e  for how and what  we think 
and wh e t h e r  we are using our  capaci ty for t h i nk i ng  to get  the 
mos t  out  of  life.

TIME AND EFFICIENCY

Al ong with the bel i ef  mos t  peop l e  have that  they natural ly know 
how to t h ink is an under l y i ng ,  cor r e l a t i ng  a s s umpt i on  that  
t h i nk i ng  doesn ' t  r equi r e  mu c h  effort  or t ime.  Whi l e  we are for-
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t una t e  to live in a society that  allows us to use our  t ime effi­
ciently in everyday l iving — as wh e n  we can pick up dry c l eaning 
and a meal  a l ong the same route  on our  way home  — we have 
come to expec t  resul ts to be as quick as service at a fast-food 
res t aurant .  We are e n c o u r a g e d  to use our  t ime efficiently,  but  
we se ldom take the t ime to t hink efficiently. Co n f r o n t e d  with 
real-life p r ob l e ms ,  we i magi ne  they can be deal t  wi th as quickly 
and easily as a t h i r t y-minute  television si tcom woul d  por t ray 
t h e m to be.

As a result ,  many peop l e  show little i nteres t  in c o n t e m p l a ­
t ion.  The effort  involved in truly t h i nk i ng  often takes a back­
seat,  and they end up going in circles r a t he r  than dea l i ng with 
life's var ious d i l emmas  efficiently. They wo u l d n ' t  t h ink of  going 
on a l ong au t o mo b i l e  t r ip wi t hou t  consul t i ng  a map  and dec i d­
ing whi ch  route  to take.  But  in thei r  psychosocial -spi r i tual  j o u r ­
ney t h r o u g h  life, they rarely stop to t h ink a bou t  why t hey' r e  
going whe r e  t hey ' r e  going,  wher e  they really want  to go,  or how 
best  to plot  out  and faci li tate the j our ney .

In this simplist ic a p p r o a c h ,  we often over look var ious as­
pects  of  our  lives that  are de spe r a t e  for a t t en t i on  unt i l  they be ­
come full-blown crises. Or we dismiss new ideas that  could fur ther  
our  growth simply because  they do not  fi t  wi thin the general  
f r amewor k  of  our  p r econce i ved  not i ons  and sel f-concepts.  An 
e n o r m o u s  a m o u n t  of  t ime is spent  simply react ing.  It's as i f  we 
are robot s  p r o g r a m m e d  to r e s pond  on cue to what ever  de ­
ma nds  the least  t ime and a t t ent ion,  and di s regard anyt h i ng  that  
r equi res  pu t t i ng  in ext ra t ime and energy to think.  We skim 
over the surface thought lessly.  But  we mus t  acknowl edge  that  
t h i nk i ng  well is a t i me - c o n s u mi n g  process.  We can ' t  expec t  in­
stant  results.  We have to slow down a bit  and take the t ime to 
c o n t e mp l a t e ,  medi t a t e ,  even pray. It is the only rou t e  to a mor e  
meani ngf u l  and efficient  exis tence.

I've said before that  I am a bor n  cont empl a t i ve .  This 
means  that  set t ing aside t ime to t h i nk  — and pray — is as natural  
to me as b r u s h i n g  my teeth.  My r out i ne  involves a total  of  al­
mos t  two and a hal f  hour s  a day, in t hree  separa t e  forty-five- 
mi n u t e  intervals.  No mo r e  t han a t en t h  of  that  t ime is spent
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talking to God (which is wha t  mos t  peop l e  would cons i der  
prayer)  and a n o t h e r  t en t h  l i s t ening for God (a def ini t ion of  
med i t a t i on ) .  For  the rest  o f  the t ime,  I 'm j u s t  t h i nk i ng ,  sor t ing 
out  my pr ior i t i es  and we i ghi ng  opt ions  before  maki ng  deci ­
sions.  I call it my prayer  t ime because  i f  I simply cal led it my 
t h i nki ng  t ime,  peop l e  would view it as less "holy" and feel free 
to i n t e r r up t  me.  But  I ' m not  be i ng di shonest .  In many ways,  
t h i nk i ng  is akin to prayer.

My favorite def ini t ion of  p r a y e r  — one that  doesn ' t  even m e n ­
t ion God — c o me s  f rom Ma t t h e w Fox,  who descr i bed prayer  as 
"a radical  r e sponse  to the myster ies  of  life." Thus ,  prayer  has 
everything to do with t h inking.  Before we can r e s p o n d  radical ly 
we first need  to t h ink radically.  To th i nk  well is a radical  activity.

It's i mp o r t a n t  to clarify wha t  I me a n  by the word "radical ." 
It comes  f rom the Lat in radix, "root ." Thus ,  to be radical  is to 
get  down to the root  of  t hings,  p e n e t r a t i n g  thei r  essence and 
not  be i ng di s t racted by superficial i t ies.  The  closest  synonym for 
"radical" is " fundament a l , "  whi ch  means  basic or essent ial .  F u n ­
dament a l s  are what  is really i mpor t an t .  Curiously,  the n o u n  
"radical" is used to descr ibe a left-wing, b o mb - t h r o wi n g  ana r ­
chist,  whi le the n o u n  " fundamenta l i s t "  is used to descr ibe  a 
r ing-wing ext remist .  I me a n  to imply ne i t he r  of  those mind-set s  
in my use of  these  words .  Rather ,  I m e a n  that  anyone  who 
thinks deeply a bou t  f u n d a me n t a l s  will, by def ini t ion,  be a r adi ­
cal. And  the act ions that  s tem f rom that  kind of  t h i nk i ng  will 
also be radical  in the sense that  they will address  and seek to 
solve life's mos t  i mp o r t a n t  p r obl ems .  The same holds  t rue for 
prayer.  Prayer  is useless unless  it is t r ans l a t ed into meani ngfu l  
act ion.

Radical  t h i nker s  are also i n d e p e n d e n t  t hinkers .  But  they 
know that  they c a n n o t  simply rely on t hemselves .  To th i nk  in­
d e p e n d e n t l y  does not  me a n  going to an e x t r e me  that  would ex­
clude i n f o r ma t i on  and l ea r n i ng  f rom others .  The r e f o r e ,  whi le 
it is p r o p e r  tha t  we th i nk  for ourselves,  that  does not  imply that  
we act  like r ebel l ious  chi l dr en ,  r ej ect ing all convent i ona l  wis­
dom and di smissing all societal  nor ms .  Tha t  would  be an u n ­
necessary e x p e n d i t u r e  of  energy and an inefficient  waste of
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t ime.  Rather ,  we can learn mu c h  f rom good l eaders  and t each­
er s  — formal ly and informally.  It is t h r o u g h  those  who t h ink well 
that  we can f ind good exampl es  of  what  it means  to be efficient  
and live life fully.

I cons i de r  one ( a mo n g  many)  of  my ident i t i es  to be that  of  
an efficiency exper t .  Both as a psychiat r i s t  and as a writer,  I have 
wor ked  to help peop l e  live thei r  lives mor e  ef f i c i ent ly — not n e c ­
essarily to be happy or comf or t ab l e  all the t ime,  but  r a t he r  to 
l earn as m u c h  as possible in any given si tuat ion and get  the 
mos t  out  of  life.

W h e n  I was still l ectur ing,  peop l e  often asked how I m a n ­
aged to do so m u c h  — l e c t u r i ng ,  wr i t ing,  be i ng  a father  and a 
hu s b a n d ,  a c o mmu n i t y  activist and an avid reader .  My response  
was that  because  I spent  at least  two hour s  a day doi ng  n o t h ­
i n g  — t ha t  is, t aking the t ime to think,  pray, and organi ze  my pr i ­
or i t i es  — I b e c a me  mor e  efficient.

Wh e n  you are efficient,  you can accompl i s h  mor e  things in 
a shor t e r  t ime.  In t h i nki ng  efficiently, you l earn how to give pr i ­
ority to what ' s  i mp o r t a n t  in o r de r  to face life's difficulties head-  
on r a t he r  t han  p r e t e n d  they are i ncons equen t i a l .  Efficiency 
necessar i ly i nc ludes  di scipl ine.  Being di sc ipl ined involves an 
ability to delay grat i f icat ion as well as a wi l l ingness to cons i der  
al ternat ives.  On the o t he r  hand ,  t h i nk i ng  simplist ical ly leads 
you to make  undi sc i p l i ned ,  knee- j erk responses  r a t he r  t han 
cons i de r i ng  choices  that  woul d  lead to wise and produc t i ve  de ­
cisions.

Being efficient  does not  me a n  we should b e c o me  cont rol  
freaks.  It woul d  be l ud i c rous  to a t t e mp t  to plan out  every m o ­
me n t  of  every day of  one ' s  life. Efficiency me a ns  not  only p l an­
ning but  p r epar i ng .  W h e n  e me r g e n c y  si tuat ions come  up,  as 
they inevi tably will, we will be free to r e s pond  to the mos t  im­
por t an t  needs  at the t ime because  we have done  our  h o m e ­
work.  Efficiency involves a t t ent iveness  to those things  that  mus t  
be deal t  wi th before  they b e c o m e  such o v e r whe l mi ng  p r ob l ems  
that  they cause far mor e  d a ma g e  t han  necessary.

Simpl i sm is inefficient  and the lazy way out.  No progress  is
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possible wh e n  i l l egi t imate shor tcut s  in t h i nki ng  are t aken in or­
der  to avoid the l egi t imate  effort  and suffering that  a c c o mp a n y  
the discipl ine of  problem-solving.  Not  only is s impl i sm a means  
by which to h a r bo r  the i l lusion that  t here  are easy answers ,  it is 
a sure path to b e c o mi n g  rigid and stuck. That ' s  why I di st in­
guish be t ween  the s impl i sm that  involves s i mp l e mi n d e d  an­
swers,  and the efficient  simplici ty of  o r d e r i n g  one ' s  pr ior i t i es  
before ma k i ng  choices.  The di s t inct ion is crucial  i f  we are to 
think and act wi th integrity.

PARADOX AND THINKING WITH INTEGRITY

I bel ieve that  those who subscr ibe to the no t i on  that  t here  are 
easy ans wer s  — a single r eason for eve ry t h i ng  — actual ly p r o mo t e  
s impl i sm and intel lectual  bigotry.  I have found,  in my wide trav­
els, that  whe r eve r  I go such bigot ry is the n o r m r a t he r  t han  the 
except ion.  I f  we assume that  t here  is a r eason for everything,  
natural ly we go l ooki ng for it — and dismiss all o t he r  possibi l i ­
ties that  potent i a l ly confl ict  with it — when we should be look­
ing for them. I am as t oni shed  by the n u m b e r  of  wel l - educat ed 
peopl e  who offer or seek s i mp l e - mi nded  exp l ana t i ons  for c o m­
pl icated p h e n o m e n a  r ang i ng  f rom riots,  homosexual i t y ,  and 
abor t i on  to poverty,  i llness,  evil, and war. I bel ieve it would often 
be cons i derabl y  hea l t h i e r  for us to dare  to live wi t hou t  a r eason 
for many things  t han  to live wi th r easons  that  are simplist ic.

In In Search o f Stones, I wrot e  of a conver sa t i on  I had wi th a 
weal thy whi te stockbroker .  Whi l e  speaking of  the riots in Los 
Angel es  fol lowing a j u ry ' s  deci s ion tha t  the pol ice who beat  
Rodney  King were  not  guilty of  a cr ime,  the s t o c k b r o k e r  — a 
highly educa t ed ,  intel l igent ,  and successful  man — to l d  me with 
assurance  that  the reason for the riots was "the decl ine in fam­
ily values." He d e d u c e d  this f rom his observa t i on that  virtual ly 
all the r ioters  were y o ung  black males.  "If t hey ' d  been  mar r i ed  
and wor ki ng  to s uppor t  thei r  famil ies,  they wo u l d n ' t  have had 
t ime to riot," he expla ined.
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I pract ical ly exp l oded .  I told him that  for two h u n d r e d  
years u n d e r  slavery we h a d n ' t  allowed mos t  blacks to mar ry or 
have legal families.  We made  thei r  family values illegal.  I gave 
him several cul tural  and historical  reasons  why,  on the average,  
black w o m e n  are be t t e r  educ a t e d  and mo r e  empl oyab l e  t han  
black men.  I r e m i n d e d  him that  the e c o n o mi c  recess ion in Cal­
i fornia at the t ime was worse t han  that  of  any o t he r  state. I 
spoke of  the decl ine of  government values in the Uni t ed  States.  I 
t alked abou t  the oppr e s s i on  of  pr e j udi ce  and the psychology of  
despair.  "The ' dec l ine '  of  family values may have been  one of  
the reasons  for the riots," I co n c l u d e d ,  "but  only one of  many,  
of  a whol e  c o mp l e x  of  reasons. "

I was t each i ng  him abou t  " ove r de t e r mi na t i on , "  the con ­
cept  that  everything i mp o r t a n t  has mul t i p l e  causes.  Far f rom 
be i ng simplist ic,  o v e r d e t e r mi n a t i o n  d e m a n d s  the i n t egr a t i on  
of  mul t i p l e  d i me ns i ons  in o r de r  to see the whol e  picture .  It is 
necessary for the u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of  many  issues.  To t h ink well 
means  to perceive in mu l t i d i me n s i o n a l  ways. It is the essence of  
t h i nk i ng  wi th integri ty.  The word "integri ty" comes  f rom the 
n o u n  "integer," which signifies whol eness ,  ent i rety,  compl e t i on .  
To think and ul t imately to act wi th integri ty,  we have to i n t e ­
grate the mul t i p l e  r easons  and d i me ns i ons  of  our  incredibly 
c o mp l e x  world.

We psychiat r i st s have a verb for the oppos i t e  of  "integrate":  
" compar t ment a l i ze . "  To c o mp a r t me n t a l i z e  is to take things  that  
are proper l y  rel at ed and stick t hem in separa t e ,  a i r t ight  c o m ­
p a r t me n t s  in our  mi nds  whe r e  they d o n ' t  have to rub up against  
each o t he r  and cause us any stress or pain,  f r ict ion or tension.  
An e xampl e  I ci ted in The Different Drum and In Search o f Stones 
would be t ha t  o f  the man  who goes to c h u r c h  on Sunday m o r n ­
ing,  devout ly bel i eving that  he loves God and God' s  creat ion,  
and then  on Monda y  has no t roubl e  wi th his company ' s  pol icy 
of  d u m p i n g  toxic wastes in the local s t ream.  This is, of  course ,  
because  he has put  his rel igion in one c o m p a r t m e n t  and his 
business  in another .  He is wha t  we have come to call a Sunday 
m o r n i n g  Chr is t ian.  It is a very comfor t ab l e  way to oper a t e ,  but  
integr i ty it is not.



59

To think and act  with integr i ty r equi r es  that  we fully e x p e ­
r i ence the t ens ions  of  c o mp e t i n g  t hough t s  and d e ma n d s .  It re­
qui res that  we ask the crucial  quest ion:  Has anyt h i ng  been  left 
out? It r equi res  us to look beyond  our  usual ly simplist ic illu­
sions and a s sumpt i ons  to try to di scover  what  is missing.

Early in my psychiat r ic t r a ining,  I was t augh t  that  what  the 
pa t i ent  does not say is mo r e  i mp o r t a n t  t han  what  he or she does 
say. This is an exce l l en t  guide for get t ing to the root  o f  what  is 
missing.  For  i ns t ance ,  dur i ng  the course  of  a few p s y c h o t h e r a ­
peut i c  sessions,  heal thy pat i ent s  will talk of  thei r  present ,  past,  
and future in a wel l - i nt egra t ed fashion.  Shoul d  a pa t i en t  speak 
only of  the p r e s en t  and future,  never  m e n t i o n i n g  the past,  you 
can be sure that  t here  is at least  one  u n i n t e g r a t e d ,  unresol ved,  
and i mp o r t a n t  issue in c h i l d h o o d  that  mus t  be b r o u g h t  to l ight  
for full heal ing.  I f  the pa t i en t  only speaks o f  her  c h i l d h o o d  and 
her  future,  the therapi s t  can tell t hat  she has some major  diffi­
culty dea l i ng  wi th the here  and no w — of t en a difficulty c on ­
nec t ed  wi th i nt imacy and risk. And  should the pa t i ent  never  
make  me n t i o n  of  his future,  one mi gh t  proper l y  be led to sus­
pect  that  he has a p r o b l e m wi th fantasy and hope.

I f  you want  to t h ink wi th integri ty,  and are wil l ing to bear  
the pain involved,  you will inevi tably e n c o u n t e r  pa radox.  The 
Greek word para me a ns  "by the side of, bes ide,  a longs ide ,  past,  
beyond. "  Doxa me a ns  opi n i on .  Thus ,  a p a r a d o x  is "a s t a t emen t  
cont rary to c o m m o n  belief,  or one that  seems cont radi c tory,  
unbe l i evabl e ,  or absurd  but  may actual ly be t rue in fact." I f  a 
c onc e p t  is paradoxi ca l ,  t hat  in i tself should suggest  that  it 
smacks of  i ntegr i ty and has the r ing of  t ruth.  Conversely,  i f  a 
c onc e p t  is not  in the least  pa r adoxi ca l ,  you may suspect  that  it 
has failed to i nt egra t e  some aspect  of  the whole.

The  ethic of  r ugged  i ndividual i sm is an exampl e .  Many fall 
prey to this i l lusion because  they do not  or will not  t h ink with 
integrity.  For  the reali ty is that  we do not  exist  e i t her  by or for 
ourselves.  If  I t h ink wi th integr i ty at all, I have to r ecogni ze  i m­
media t e ly that  my life is n u r t u r e d  not  only by the ear th and the 
rain and the sun but  also by farmers ,  publ i sher s ,  and bo o k ­
sellers,  as well as by my ch i l dr en ,  wife, f r iends,  and t e a c h e r s —
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i ndeed ,  by the ent i re  fabric of  family, society, and creat ion.  I am 
not  solely an individual .  I am i n t e r d e p e n d e n t ,  and mu c h  of  the 
t ime I do not  even have the r ight  to act "ruggedly."

I f  no pieces of  reali ty are missing f rom the pi c ture ,  i f  all the 
d i mens i ons  are i n t egra t ed ,  you will p robab l y  be con f r on t e d  by 
a pa radox.  W h e n  you get  to the root  of  things ,  virtual ly all t ruth 
is paradoxica l .  The t ruth is, for exa mpl e ,  that  I am and I am not  
an individual .  Thus ,  to seek the t ruth involves an i n t egra t i on  of  
things tha t  seem to be separa t e  and l ook like oppos i t es  when,  in 
reality, they are i n t e r t wi ned  and rela ted in some ways. Real i ty it­
self is paradoxi ca l ,  in that  whi le many things  in and abou t  life 
seem simple on the surface,  they are often c o mp l e x  — a l t h o u g h  
not  always compl i ca t ed .  The r e  is a di f ference,  j u s t  as cl ear  as 
the di f ference be t ween  s impl i sm and simplicity.  The r e  is, in 
fact, a great  simplici ty to wholeness .

The Road Less Traveled is filled with pa r adoxes .  I wrote  that  
"life is difficult  because  the process  of  c on f r on t i ng  and solving 
p r o b l e ms  is a painful  one. "  But  wh e n  I say that  life is difficult,  
I 'm not  sugges t ing that  it is never  easy or r ewarding.  To say that  
life is difficult  wi t hou t  qual i fying the s t a t emen t  woul d  be to sub­
scribe to the i dea that  "life is difficult  and t hen  we die." It is a 
simplist ic and nihi l ist ic not ion.  It di scount s  all beauty,  g o o d ­
ness,  oppor t un i t i e s  for spir i tual  growth,  sereni ty,  and other  
wonder f u l  aspects  of  living. I nd e e d ,  one of  the myster ious  and 
paradoxi ca l  real i t ies is tha t  in add i t i on  to the pain that  life 
br ings,  living can be a c c o m p a n i e d  by an u n f a t h o m e d  joy  once  
we get  past  the pain.

To u n d e r s t a n d  p a r a d o x  ul t imately means  be i ng able to 
grasp two cont r ad i c t or y  concep t s  in one ' s  mi nd  wi t hou t  going 
crazy. As a psychiatr ist ,  I do not  use the word "crazy" in a f l ippant  
way. It can actual ly make  peop l e  feel crazy wh e n  s o me t h i n g  they 
have t aken for g r an t ed  as t r u t h  — and the only t r u t h  — comes  
into ques t ion.  It is cer tainly a skill of  ment a l  acrobat i cs  to be 
able t o  j u g g l e  oppos i ng  ideas in one ' s  mi nd  wi t hou t  a u t o ma t i ­
cally nega t i ng  or reject ing the real i ty of  e i t her  idea.  But  even 
when  the s t ronges t  i mpul se  is to want  to deny s o me t h i n g  that  
one finds hard  to d i ges t  — such as the fact t ha t  evil coexists wi th
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good in our  w o r l d  — the ability to u n d e r s t a n d  p a r a d o x  is ne c e s ­
sary in the process  of  sor t ing t h r o u g h  i l lusions,  hal f- t ruths,  and 
ou t r i gh t  lies.

Al mos t  all of  us have the capaci ty to t h ink paradoxical ly.  
The ex t en t  to whi ch we neglect  or use this capabi l i ty varies 
greatly.  It is not  so m u c h  d e t e r m i n e d  by our  IQs as by the de p t h  
of  pract i ce  we put  into thinking.  To b e c o me  keen  in p a r a d o x i ­
cal r easoni ng ,  you must ,  as the saying goes,  use it or lose it. The 
mor e  we use our  capaci ty for t h i nk i ng  paradoxical ly,  the mor e  
likely we will e x p a n d  this ability.

It is u n q u e s t i o n a b l e  that  cer t ain changes  are n e e d e d  in so­
ciety to e n c o u r a g e  be t t er  t hi nki ng.  But  at the same t ime,  each 
individual  is respons ibl e  for his or her  own t h i nk i ng  and how to 
mee t  this chal l enge.  Ul t imately,  i f  we can t each peopl e  to think 
well,  we could heal  most  of  the ills of  individuals  and most  of  
the ills of  society. In the end,  however ,  the benef i t s  of  t h i nk i ng  
well are wor t h  the e f f or t  — and far be t t er  than the al ternat ive.  
This is ul t imately a hopeful  business.  Lo n g  ago I he a r d  it said: 
"Once  a mi nd  is truly s t re t ched,  it never  r e t urns  to its f o r mer  di ­
mens i ons . "





C H A P T E R  2

Consciousness

THE POINT OF THINKING WELL IS to become more conscious,  
which,  in turn,  is a p r e r equi s i t e  for solving p r o b l e ms  well.  But  
what  is consciousness? And  why is it the point?

Consc i ousness  is a m o n g  the many things  — such as love, 
prayer,  beauty,  and c o mmu n i t y  — t ha t  are too large,  compl ex ,  
and myster ious  to submi t  to any single ad e q u a t e  def ini t ion.  In 
The Road Less Traveled, I c o n c l u d e d  the sect ion abou t  love wi th a 
subsect ion ent i t l ed "The Mystery of  Love." The r e i n ,  having 
gone on for a h u n d r e d  pages as i f  I knew what  love was all 
about ,  I raised many  issues of  love I cou l dn ' t  even begin to ex­
plain.

In In Search o f Stones, I wrote  that  art  is also hard  to define.  
One  of  the character i s t i cs  of  art  is its un r e a s ona b l e nes s .  Ot h e r  
h u m a n  crea t ions  have an obvious reason.  They are necessary,  
useful,  and serve a clear  funct ion.  Few woul d  p o n d e r  the pu r ­
pose of  a fork or spoon,  a knife or an ax, a house  or an office 
bui lding.  But  as soon as you carve s o me t h i n g  into the hand l e  of  
that  fork or the bl ade  of  t ha t  knife or the mo l d i n g  of  that  bu i l d­
ing,  you are enga g i ng  in the pract i ce  of  a d o r n m e n t  and have 
en t e r ed  the not  ent i rely r e a s o n a b l e  — or easily d e f i n a b l e  — realm 
of  art. W h e t h e r  we use m a k e u p  on ourselves,  pa int  on canvas,  
carve on stones,  wri te poet ry,  or make  music ,  we are doi ng 
some t h i ng  v e r y  — and u n i q u e l y  — human.  The r e f o r e ,  art  impl ies 
consciousness:  not  only of  self, as the pract i ce of  se l f - adornment



demons t r a t e s ,  but  also consc iousness  of  t h i ngs  — and beauty —  
ext ernal  to ourselves.

Tha t  t here  is no single ad e q u a t e  def ini t ion of  consc i ous ­
ness is not  surpr i sing.  For  the mos t  part ,  we can def ine only 
those things  that  are smal ler  t han we are.  I bel ieve that  all those 
things  too large for a single,  simplist ic def ini t ion,  i nc l udi ng  
consciousness ,  ul t imately have s o me t h i n g  to do wi th God.  Tha t  
is why, for e xampl e ,  the Musl ims  have a p r oh i b i t i on  against  any 
i mage of  God:  it could not  cap t ure  or def ine God,  but  would 
only r e p r e s e n t  a tiny s e gme n t  of  the whole  and he nc e  woul d  be,  
in a sense,  a desecra t ion.

THE MYSTERY OF CONSCIOUSNESS

Descar tes  is mos t  f amous  for his s t a t ement  "Cogi to,  ergo sum" —  
"I t hink,  t here fore  I am." I woul d  subst i tute the word "con­
scious" and say, "I am conscious  [or aware] that  I am thinking;  
t here fore  I am."

Does  this me a n  that  u n c o n s c i o u s '  things do n ' t  exist? 
Hardly.  Even i f  we assume that  the t rees out s ide my wi ndow do 
not  have consciousness ,  I very mu c h  enjoy thei r  p r esence  and 
am aware of  t hei r  exi s t ence as ent i t ies separa t e  f rom me.  They 
display defini t ive signs of  l i fe  — wi thout  p r ovoca t i on  f rom h u ­
mans .  Cons t ant ly  i nvigora t ed by the ear th,  rain,  and sunl ight ,  
thei r  leaves change  colors as they adjust  to the seasons.  I nde e d ,  
we have no knowl edge  that  the t rees or the grass or even the 
stones a r en ' t  conscious .  The bel i ef  that  they have no kind of  
self-awareness is simply an as sumpt i on .  They may be aware in 
some di f ferent  way than  we are.  Woul d  that  I could read the 
mind of  a dee r  or a f lower or a do l ph i n  and u n d e r s t a n d  its c o n ­
sciousness,  but  I can' t .

So this no t i on  of  consciousness ,  or self-awareness,  is not  
simple.  General ly,  we t end to t h ink of  consc i ousness  as that  
which di s t ingui shes  h u m a n  beings  f rom ot her  creatures .  On 
the one hand ,  the whole  wor ld is a n i ma t e  with cons c i ous nes s  —  
alive, aware,  growing and changi ng .  At  the same t ime,  we are all
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mi red in uncons c i ous nes s ,  and this can be seen qui te obviously 
a mo n g  huma ns  — g i ven  the real i ty that  whi le some peopl e  think 
in dept h ,  many  t h ink very little and some simply fail to t h ink at 
all.

In The Road Less Traveled, I wrote  that  we have both  a con ­
scious mi nd  and an u n c ons c i ous  mi nd .  The  conscious  mi nd 
makes  deci s ions  and t ranslates  t h e m into act ion.  The u n c o n ­
scious mi nd  resides below the surface;  it is the possessor  of  ex­
t r aor d i na r y  knowl edge  that  we a r en ' t  natural ly aware of. It 
knows mor e  t han  we k n o w  — the "we" be i ng  def ined as our  con ­
scious self. How we c ome  to know that  whi ch is h i d d e n  and u n ­
conscious ,  is my s t e r y  — and myster ious .  But  we do have some 
hints abou t  what  is involved in the d e v e l o p m e n t  of  consc i ous ­
ness.

REVISITING OUR FRONTAL LOBES

In the p r e c e d i n g  chapter ,  I wrote  that  one of  the things  that  
seems to di s t ingui sh h u m a n  beings  f rom the o t he r  cr ea t ures  is 
our  relat ive lack of  inst incts.  Havi ng  few inst incts,  we are c o m­
pel led to learn.  Since we d on ' t  inst inct ively know many things,  
we have to be t augh t  how to behave  and deal  with p r o b l e ms  in 
life.

The mos t  pr imi t ive of  our  l imi ted inst incts are cal led re­
flexes. An e xa mpl e  of  a reflex is our  r e sponse  to sudde n  pain.  
Put  your  ha n d  on a hot  stove b u r n e r  accidental ly,  and you will 
i mmedi a t e l y  pull  it away, even before  you have felt the pain.  
This is because  t here  are "reflex arcs" in our  spinal  cord.  The 
i n c o mi n g  pain messages  will arc over  to nerve f ibers going the 
o t her  way that  cont rol  m o v e m e n t  wi t hou t  the bra in i tself even 
being involved.  But  i f  the pain is at all severe,  the brain will very 
quickly b e c o me  a wa r e  — c o n s c i o u s  — of  it and we will e xpe r i ­
ence the agony mental ly as well as physically.

Consc i ousness  has no specific site in the brain.  N o n e t h e ­
less, insofar  as it can be r egional i zed,  it is mor e  local ized in our  
frontal  lobes than anyplace else. Tumor s  of  our  frontal  lobes
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will often first mani fes t  themselves  in d i mi n i s hed  awareness  
and aler tness ,  and he nc e  a d i mi n i s hed  capaci ty to solve c o m­
plex pr obl ems .

For  many years,  neuropsychia t r i s t s  p e r f o r me d  pref rontal  
l obo t omi es  on cer t a in s ch i zophr eni c  pat i ent s  who were in 
agony as a resul t  of  fixed delus ions .  The surgical  p r o c e d u r e  is a 
s imple one tha t  severs the c onne c t i ons  be t ween  the pref rontal  
lobes ( the mos t  highly evolved par t  of  our brain)  and the rest  of  
the brain.  In o t he r  words ,  wi th this ope r a t i on ,  surgeons  r e n ­
de r ed  dysfunct ional  the mos t  deve l oped  or h u m a n  par t  o f  the 
brain.  They did not  do this out  o f  cruelty.  I nde e d ,  in my career  
I have seen several  pa t i ent s  wi th pref ronta l  l obo t omi es  who re­
po r t ed  to me that  the ope r a t i on  was the best  t h i ng  that  ever 
h a p p e n e d  in thei r  lives because  it had rel ieved t hem of  years of  
exc r uc i a t i ng  misery.  But  the pr ice they paid was a loss of  par t  of  
thei r  humani t y ;  these pat i ent s  d e m o n s t r a t e d  a loss of  f i n e  j u d g ­
ment .  The  o p e r a t i o n  had t aken away thei r  agony but  it left 
t h e m wi th a dist inct ly l imi ted sel f-awareness and rest r icted thei r  
r ange  of  emot i ona l  responses .

LESSONS FROM GENESIS 3

The sciences of  a n t h r o p o l o g y  and n e u r o a n a t o m y  st rongly sug­
gest  that  the di r ec t i on  of  all evolut ion is t oward the deve l op ­
me n t  of  the frontal  lobes and he nc e  the d e v e l o p m e n t  of  
consciousness .  But  the Bible and myt hol ogy also have mu c h  to 
t each abou t  the evolut ion of  h u m a n  consciousness .  The great  
myth of  Genesi s  3, one of  the mos t  c ompl i ca t ed  and mul t i d i ­
mens i ona l  myths  abou t  our  humani t y ,  provides  us wi th a n o t h e r  
major  hint .  In it, God forbids Ad a m and Eve to eat  of  the fruit 
of  the Tree of  the Knowl edge  o f  Good  and Evil. I n s t e a d  — urged 
by a fallen angel ,  we are t o l d  — they give in to t empt a t i on .  In 
thei r  d i s obed i ence ,  they hide f rom God.  W h e n  God asks why 
they are hiding,  they expla in it is because  they are naked.  "Who 
told you you were naked?"  God asks. An d  the secret  is out.
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In o t he r  words ,  the f i rst  resul t  of  eat ing of  the Tree of  the 
Knowl edge  of  Good  and Evil is tha t  A d a m  and Eve b e c o me  shy 
or mo d e s t  because  they are now self-conscious. They are aware 
that  they are naked.  F r om this we can also ex t r apol a t e  tha t  the 
emot i ons  of  guil t  and shame are mani f es t a t i ons  of  consc i ous ­
ness,  and a l t h o u g h  bot h  emot i ons  can be exagge r a t ed  to the 
po i n t  of  pathology,  wi thin l imits they are an essent ial  par t  of  
our  hu ma n i t y  and necessary for our  psychological  d e v e l o p m e n t  
and funct ioning.  So Genesi s  3 is a myth o f  evolut ion,  and specif­
ically of  h u m a n  evolut ion into consciousness .  Like o t her  myths,  
it is an e m b o d i m e n t  of  t ruth.  And  a m o n g  the many t ruthful  
things the myth of  the Ga r d e n  of  Eden  tells us is that  it is h u ­
man  to be shy.

I have had the opp o r t u n i t y  to mee t  a great  n u m b e r  o f  wo n ­
derful ,  deep - t h i nk i ng  peop l e ,  and I have never  me t  such a pe r ­
son who was not  basical ly shy. A few of  t hem had not  t h o u g h t  of  
themselves  as shy, but  as we talked abou t  it, they c ame to real ize 
that  they were.  And  the very few peop l e  I have met  who were 
not  the least  bit shy were peop l e  who had been  seriously d a m ­
aged in some way, who had lost some of  t he i r  humani ty.

Wh e n  we h u ma n s  b e c a me  sel f-conscious,  we b e c a me  c o n ­
scious of  ourselves as separa t e  ent i t ies.  We lost that  sense of  
onenes s  wi th na t u r e  and the rest  of  creat ion.  This loss is sym­
bol ized by pur  b a n i s h m e n t  f rom Paradi se .  And  inevitably,  as 
Ad a m and Eve deve l oped  a h i ghe r  level of  self-awareness,  they 
arr ived at the real izat ion that  c o n s e q u e n c e s  fol low act ions,  and 
that  thei r  choices  woul d  be forever  b u r d e n s o m e  by vir tue of  the 
responsibi l i ty choice  entai l ed.  All of  hu ma n i t y  has i nhe r i t ed  
this p r e d i c a me n t .  We have all been  t hrus t  out  into the deser t  of  
maturi ty.

Thus ,  our  evolut ion into consc i ousness  has a far mor e  p r o ­
found impl i ca t i on  t h a n  j u s t  guil t  and shame.  It is wh e n  we are 
conscious  that  we have free will. More  than  any t h i ng  else,  I b e ­
lieve what  is me a n t  by God' s  crea t ing us in His own image is that ,  
t h r o u g h  the evol ut i onary  process ,  He gave us free will. The r e  is 
no free will wh e n  we are ope r a t i ng  at a purely reflexive or in-
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st inctual  level. But  let me empha s i z e  the word "free." One  can 
also not  be free wh e n  a gun is po i n t e d  at one ' s  back.  God or 
evolut ion gave us the f r eedom to choose  what  we th i nk  or do.

Genesi s  3 elucidates  our  need  to co n t i n u e  evolving into 
g rea t e r  consciousness .  Given that  h u m a n  evolut ion is a for­
war d- movi ng  p h e n o m e n o n  and that  we are c r ea t ures  wi th c o n ­
sciousness,  we can never  go back again to the i n n o c e n c e  o f  not  
knowi ng  otherwi se ,  however  hard  we may try to do so. The gate 
of  E d e n  is forever  ba r r ed  to us by c he r ub i ms  wi th a f l aming 
sword.  So, in many ways,  we are bot h  blessed and cursed by c on ­
sciousness.  Wi th it comes  the awareness  of  the reali ty of  good 
and evil.

GOOD AND EVIL

The f i rst  t hr ee  chapt e r s  of  Genesi s  tell us mu c h  a bou t  the g e n ­
esis o f  good and evil. At  the very b e g i n n i n g  they suggest  that  the 
i mpul se  to do good has s o me t h i n g  to do wi th what  creat ivi ty is 
all about .  God first  c r ea t ed  the f i rmament  and saw that  it was 
good;  t hen  He cr ea t ed  the land and the waters ,  the plants  and 
animal s  and h u m a n s  — and saw that  they, too,  were good c r e ­
at ions.  In cont rast ,  the i mpul se  to do evil is des t ruct ive r a t her  
than creat ive.  The choice be t ween  good and evil, creat ivi ty and 
des t ruc t i on ,  is our  own.  And  ul t imately,  we mus t  take that  re­
sponsibi l i ty and accept  its cons e que nc e s .

As soon as God (or evolut ion)  gave us free will, He i m m e ­
diately let loose the potent i a l  for h u m a n  evil in the world.  I f  
t here  is no choice,  t here  is no evil. I f  one is to have free will, 
t hen  one mus t  have the power  to choose  be t ween  good and 
evil. And  one  is as free to choose  the evil as the good.

So it strikes me as no acc i dent  that  the very next  t h ing that  
h a p p e n s  in the story is an e xa mpl e  of  evil: in Genesi s  4, Cain 
mu r d e r s  Abel .  Is it n o t h i n g  mor e  than  a ma t t e r  of  free will that  
he chooses  to do so? W h e n  God asks Cain whe r e  Abel  is, he 
repl ies with a ques t ion:  "Am I my b r o t he r ' s  keeper?"  We can 
r ecogni ze  this as a gross ra t ional i zat ion;  and,  as a ra t ional i za­
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t ion,  it r epr esent s  t h i nk i ng  of  a sor t  — defens ive t hinking.  It is 
ext r emely  shallow,  a lmos t  reflexive t hi nki ng.  This gives us a 
hint  that  Cain m u r d e r e d  Abel  because  he chose not  to t h ink 
mor e  deeply.  Wi th free will we have the choice to t h ink or to 
not  think,  or to t h i nk  deeply or shallowly.

But  why woul d  s o me o n e  choose  not  to t h ink deeply? Why 
would s o me o n e  choose  to t hink only simplistically,  superficially,  
and reflexively? The answer,  again,  is that,  despi te our  conscious­
ness,  what  we have in c o m m o n  wi th the o t he r  c r ea t ures  is a 
pr e f e r ence  for avoiding pain.  Th i n k i n g  deeply is often mor e  
painful  t han  t h i nk i ng  shallowly. Wh e n  we t h ink wi th integr i ty 
we must  bear  the t ens ion of  all m a n n e r  of  causes and factors 
pul l ing against  each o t her  in our  minds .  Jus t  as integr i ty is never  
painless,  so consciousness  is inevi tably associated with pain.

Before goi ng mor e  deeply into the mat t e r  of  evil, let me re­
i terate that  we are not  here  simply to e x p e r i e n c e  pain-free liv­
i n g  — to be comfor t ab l e ,  happy,  or fulfilled all the t ime.  The 
reality is that  painful  feel ings a c c o mp a n y  p r o b l e m solving,  and 
the process  of  b e c o m i n g  increas ingly conscious  is, like life in 
genera l ,  difficult.  But  it has many benefi t s ,  the great es t  o f  which 
is that  we will b e c o me  mor e  effective in life. We will be aware of  
a b r o a d e r  array of  choices  in r e s p o n d i n g  to di f ferent  si tuat ions 
and the daily d i l e mma s  of  life. We will be mor e  aware of  the 
games  peop l e  play, thus less wi l l ing to be m a n i p u l a t e d  by others  
into do i ng  things  we de e m to be against  our  best  interests.  We 
will be in a be t t e r  pos i t i on to d e t e r mi n e  for ourselves what  to 
think and bel ieve,  r a t he r  t han  simply fall prey to the dictates of  
mass medi a  or family and peer  inf luences.

Unfor t una t e l y ,  pain is an inevi table side effect of  c on ­
sciousness.  We will also b e c o me  mor e  aware of  the needs ,  bu r ­
dens ,  and sorrows of  ourselves and others .  We will b e c o me  
mor e  aware of  the real i t ies of  our  mor tal i ty and the aging 
process  wor k i ng  in every cell of  our  bodies .  We will b e c o me  
conscious  of  our  own sins and i mper f ec t i ons  and,  inevitably,  
more  aware of  the sins and evils of  society.

The choice  of  wh e t h e r  or not  to t h i nk  deeply is, t here fore ,  
the choice of  w h e t h e r  or not  to accept  that  pain is associated
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with consciousness .  This choice is so crucial  that  the first  c h a p ­
ter of  The Road Less Traveled focuses on how pr ob l e ms  cause us 
pain and how,  because  we are pain-avoiding crea t ures ,  we try to 
run away f rom our  p r ob l e ms  r a t he r  than face t h e m and deal 
wi th the pain.  Similarly,  the first c ha p t e r  of  Further Along the 
Road Less Traveled is ent i t l ed "Consciousness  and the P r o b l e m of 
Pain."

The pain involved may not  make  consc iousness  seem 
wor t hwhi l e  or good — unt i l  you cons i de r  some of  the pr ices we 
pay for fail ing to grow in consc i ousness  or to t h ink wi th in­
tegrity. The r e  is m u c h  evil in the w o r l d  — unne c e s s a r y  individ­
ual suffering,  t r e m e n d o u s  d a ma g e  to h u m a n  relat ions,  and 
social c h a o s  — due to our  fai lure to t h ink and grow in con ­
sciousness.

EVIL, SIN, AND OTHER DISTINCTIONS

Whi le  i mp o r t a n t  di s t inct ions are to be ma d e  be t ween  evil and 
insanity,  i l lness and sin, I wrote  in People o f  the Lie t hat  to na me  
s o me t h i n g  correct ly gives us a cer t a in a m o u n t  of  power  over  it. 
I bel ieve that  evil can be def ined as a specific form of  ment a l  ill­
ness and shoul d  be subject  to at least  the same intensi ty of  sci­
entific invest igat ion that  we woul d  devote to some o t he r  major  
psychiat r ic disease.  Yet evil is still evil. Auschwi tz  and My Lai and 
J o n e s t o wn  and the O k l a h o m a  City b o m b i n g  are facts. Evil is not  
a f i gment  of  the i mag i na t i on  of  some pr imi t ive rel igious mi nd  
a t t e mp t i ng  to expla in the un k n o wn .  An d  it is mor e  t h a n  j u s t  a 
"sickness."

Given the state of  wor ld affairs,  it's imposs ibl e  to over look 
the reali ty of  evil i f  you are t h i nki ng  wi th integrity.  But  t here  is 
wi despr ead  denial  in our  count ry.  Many downpl ay  evil or hes i ­
tate to see it for what  it truly is, in par t  because  they don ' t  want  
to a p p e a r  to be act ing a r r o g a n t  or hol i er - than- thou.  I nde e d ,  it 
is qui te c o m m o n  to read ne ws p a p e r  art icles that  descr ibe  those 
who c o mmi t  a r ange  o f  h u m a n  at roci t ies as simply "sick." As a 
psychiatrist ,  I bel ieve the word "sick" is mor e  appr opr i a t e l y  a p ­
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pl ied to those who are affl icted wi th s o me t h i n g  for which t reat ­
me n t  or a cure is p o s s i b l e  — and also desired. A l t h o u g h  the evil 
are ope r a t i ng  f rom a "sick" perspect ive,  the di f ference is that  
many of  those who are "sick" deal  wi th t hei r  ve n o m internal ly,  
t u r n i ng  it painful ly up o n  t hemselves  i f  they choose  not  to seek 
help.  Those  who  are evil go a n o t h e r  way. They fail to suffer. Be ­
cause they lash out  at other s  and use t h e m as scapegoat s ,  it is 
the peop l e  a r o u n d  t h e m who mus t  suffer. Th i nk  of  the ill ef­
fects caused by those who are addi c t ed  to a high o p i n i o n  of  
t hemselves ,  to compl a c e ncy  and sel f - r ighteousness  or far worse.

Because  it is so dest ruct ive,  evil is the u l t imate  illness. But  a 
t h i nk i ng  d i sorder  does not  absolve s o me o n e  of  responsibi l i ty 
for his act ions.  We have the choice to t h i nk  or not  to t hink,  and 
whi le evil shoul d  be cons i de r ed  a psychiat r ic diagnosis ,  that  
doesn ' t  me a n  peop l e  s h ou l dn ' t  go t o  jai l  when  they have c o m­
mi t t ed a cr ime.  I 'm in full a g r e e m e n t  wi th the law, whi ch most  
infrequently absolves peopl e  of  a cr ime on the g r o u n d s  of  i nsan­
ity. The real i ty is that  wh e n e v e r  we have a choice,  we shoul d  be 
held account ab l e .

In People o f the Lie, I boldly asser ted that  cer t a in peopl e  are 
evil. Wh o  are they? It is i mp o r t a n t  that  we make  di s t inct ions be ­
tween evil peop l e  and ord i na r y  cr iminal s  and b e t ween  evil p e o ­
ple and ord i na ry  sinners.  Dur i ng  my career  as a psychiat r i st ,  I 
spent  some t ime wor ki ng  in pr i sons  wi th convic t ed cr iminals .  
Whi l e  many t h ink that  the p r o b l e m of  evil is conf i ned to those 
who are l ocked up,  se ldom have I e x p e r i e n c e d  inmat es  as truly 
evil peopl e .  Obviously they are dest ruct ive,  and usual ly r e pe a t ­
edly so. But  t here  is a kind of  r a n d o m n e s s  to thei r  des t ruct ive­
ness.  Moreover ,  a l t hough  they general ly deny responsibi l i ty for 
thei r  evil deeds ,  t he re  is still a qual i ty of  op e n n e s s  to thei r  
wickedness .  They themselves  are quick to po i n t  this out ,  c l a im­
ing they have been  caugh t  precisely because  they are the " hon ­
est cr iminals . "  The  truly evil, they will tell you,  always reside 
outs ide o f  jai l .  Clearly,  such p r oc l a ma t i ons  are self-justifying. 
They are also,  I bel ieve,  general ly accurate.

I ndeed ,  mos t  peopl e  who c o mmi t  evil are usual ly seen as 
ordinary ci t izens.  They live down the s t r e e t  — on any street.
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They may be r ich or poor ,  ed u c a t e d  or u n e d u c a t e d .  Most  are 
not  des i gna t ed  "cr iminals. " Mor e  often t han  not ,  they are "solid 
ci t izens" who fit in well with society, who do and say most  of  the 
r ight  things  on the surface.  They may be active l eaders  in the 
communi t y ,  Sunday school  t eachers ,  po l i c e me n  or banker s ,  stu­
dent s  or parent s .

The case o f  Bobby and his paren t s ,  descr i bed in People of the 
Lie, is a compe l l i ng  e xampl e  of  the kind of  major  evil that  can 
be c o mmi t t e d  by so-called nor ma l  peop l e  in everyday life. After  
his o l der  brother ,  Stuart ,  c o mmi t t e d  suicide by shoot i ng h i m­
self in the head  with a .22 rifle, f i f teen-year-old Bobby recal led 
all m a n n e r  of  little i nc ident s  and began  to feel guilty for having 
cal led his b r o t h e r  names  or having hit  or kicked him du r i ng  a 
fight .  To some degr ee ,  he felt r espons i bl e  for Stuar t ' s  death.  
Consequent l y ,  he began  j u d g i n g  himself as evil. Tha t  was not  sur­
prising.  I f  s o me o n e  close to us commi t s  suicide,  our  first re­
sponse  after the initial shock — i f  we are normal ly  h u m a n ,  with 
a no r ma l  h u m a n  consc i ence  — wil l  be to wo n d e r  what  we did 
wrong.

Had  Bobby lived in a heal thy family e n v i r o n me n t ,  his sta­
ble,  blue-col lar  pa ren t s  woul d  have talked to him a bou t  his 
b r o t he r ' s  dea th  and a t t e mp t e d  to reassure  him that  Stuar t  mus t  
have been  suffering f rom a ment a l  illness and that  it was not  
Bobby' s  fault. But  his pa ren t s  did not  do so. And  wi t hou t  this re­
assurance ,  Bobby b e c a me  visibly depressed.  His grades  p l u m ­
me t e d  and the school  advised his parent s  to take him to a 
therapis t .  They did not  do this either.

Wha t  they did do at Chr i s tmas ,  a l t hough  he had not  asked 
for it, was to give Bobby a .22 r i f le  — the r i f le — as his "big pres ­
ent ." The message this sent  was chil l ing.  Given Bobby' s  obvious 
depress i on  and lack of  sufficient  matur i ty to u n d e r s t a n d  his 
parent s '  mot ives  in giving him this "gift," the message he re­
ceived was in essence:  "Take your  b r o t he r ' s  suicide we a p o n  and 
do likewise.  You deserve to die." W h e n  con f r on t ed  wi th the ho r ­
rific na t ure  of  this ges ture ,  his pa ren t s  r e s p o n d e d  in a way typi­
cal of  the denial  and sel f -decept ion i n h e r e n t  in evil. "It was 
be t t er  t han any o t he r  p r e s en t  we could afford," his pa r en t s  told
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me.  "We' re j u s t  working peopl e .  We ' r e  not  sophi s t i cated,  smart ,  
and educ a t e d  peop l e  like you.  We can' t  be e xpec t ed  to think 
abou t  these kind of  things."

O f  course ,  an evil deed  does not  an evil pe r son  make.  O t h ­
erwise,  we woul d  all be des i gna t ed  evil, because  we all do evil 
things.  But  I bel ieve it woul d  be a mis take to t h ink of  sin or evil 
as simply a ma t t e r  of  degree .  Si nni ng is mos t  broadly def ined as 
"missing the mark, "  which me a ns  we sin every t ime we fail to hit  
the bull ' s-eye.  Sin is n o t h i n g  less than a fai lure to be cont inual ly  
perfect .  And  because  it is imposs ible  for us to be cont inual ly  
perfect ,  we are all s inners.  We rout inely fail to do the very best  
of  whi ch we are capable ,  and wi th each fai lure we c o mmi t  a 
cr ime of  sor t s  — agains t  ourselves or others.

Of  course ,  t here  are cr imes  of  grea t e r  or lesser ma gn i t ude .  
It may seem less odious  to chea t  the rich t han  to chea t  the poor ,  
but  it is still cheat ing.  The r e  are di f ferences before the law in 
de f r aud i ng  a business ,  c l a iming a false d e d u c t i o n  on your  in­
come tax,  tel l ing your  wife that  you have to work late whe n  you 
are be i ng unfai thful ,  or tel l ing your  h u s b a n d  you d i dn ' t  have 
t ime to pick up his clothes  at the c l eaner  whe n  you spent  an 
ho u r  on the p h o n e  with a friend.  Surely some of  these deeds  
are mor e  excusable  t han  o t he r s  — and pe r haps  all the mor e  so 
u n d e r  cer t a in c i r c ums t a nc es  — but  the fact r ema i ns  that  they 
are all lies and betrayals.

The reality is that  we do bet ray ourselves and other s  r ou ­
tinely. The worst  of  us do it blatantly,  even compulsively. The 
nobles t  of  us do it subtly and self-centeredly,  even when  we 
think we are t rying not  to do it. W h e t h e r  it is done  consciously 
or unconsc i ous l y  is of  no mat ter ;  the bet rayal  occurs.  I f  you 
i magi ne  you are sufficiently sc rupul ous  never  to have done  any 
such t hing,  t hen  ask yourse l f  wh e t h e r  t here  is any way in which 
you have lied to yourself.  Or have k i dded  yourself.  Be perfect ly 
hones t  with yourse l f  and you will real ize that  you sin. I f  you do 
not  real ize it, t hen  you are not  perfect ly hones t  wi th yourself,  
which is i tself a sin.

Thus ,  we are all s inners  to one degr ee  or another .  But  
those who are evil c a n n o t  be strictly def ined by the ma g n i t u d e
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of  t hei r  sins or the i l legality of  thei r  deeds .  It is not  thei r  sins per  
se that  charac t er i ze  t hem;  r a t he r  it is the subt lety and pers i s ­
t ence  and consi s t ency of  thei r  sins. And  unde r l y i ng  this consi s ­
tency, what  di s t inguishes those who are evil, like Bobby' s  parent s ,  
is the ex t r emes  that  they will go to in o r de r  to avoid the con ­
sciousness of  thei r  own evil.

THE SHADOW

Carl J u n g  ascr ibed the root  of  h u m a n  evil to "the refusal to 
mee t  the Shadow." By "the Shadow," J u n g  me a n t  the par t  of our 
mi nd  c on t a i n i ng  those things  that  we woul d  r a t her  not  own up 
to,  that  we are cont inual ly  t rying to hide f rom ourselves and 
other s  and sweep u n d e r  the rug of  our  consciousness .

Most  of  us,  wh e n  pus he d  up against  the wall by evidence  of  
our  own sins, fai lures,  or i mper f ec t i ons ,  will a cknowl edge  our  
Shadow.  But  by his use of  the word "refusal," J u n g  was imply­
ing s o me t h i n g  far mor e  active.  Those  who have crossed over 
the line that  separates  sin f rom evil are cha r ac t e r i zed  mos t  by 
thei r  absolute  refusal to t olerate a sense of  thei r  own sinfulness.  
This is because  thei r  cent ral  defect  is not  that  they have no c o n ­
science but  t ha t  they refuse to bear  its pain.  In o t he r  words ,  it is 
not  so mu c h  the sin i t se l f  but  the refusal to acknowl edge  it that  
makes  it evil.

In fact, the evil are of ten highly inte l l i gent  peop l e ,  who 
may be qui te conscious  in mos t  respects  but  have a very specific 
unwi l l i ngness  to acknowl edge  the i r  Shadow.  The briefest  def in­
i t ion of  evil I know is that  it is "mi l i tant  i gnor ance . "  But  evil is 
not  genera l  i gnor ance ;  mo r e  specifically,  it is mi l i t ant  i gno­
rance  of  the Shadow.  Those  who are evil refuse to bea r  t he pain 
of  guil t  or to al low the Shadow into consc iousness  and "meet" 
it. Instead,  they will set a b o u t  — of t en at great  ef for t  — mil i tant ly 
t rying to dest roy the evidence  of  thei r  sin or a nyone  who speaks 
of  it or r epresent s  it. And  in this act of  des t ruc t i on ,  thei r  evil is 
c o m m i t t e d .
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I have wr i t t en that  g u i l t  — a l t hough often viewed as a 
"downer "  — is in many ways a blessing.  Havi ng  a ge nu i ne  awar e ­
ness o f  one ' s  own s ho r t comi ngs  is wha t  I call a sense o f  per sonal  
sin. It is not  pl easant  to be aware of  onese l f  as a natural ly lazy, 
i gnorant ,  sel f -centered being that  r a t he r  rout inely bet rays its 
Creator ,  its fel low crea t ures ,  and even its own best  interests.  Yet 
this u n p l e a s a n t  sense of  per sona l  fai lure and i nadequacy  is, 
paradoxical ly,  the great es t  blessing a h u m a n  be i ng can possess.  
Un p l e a s a n t  t h o u g h  it may be,  the gift of  ap p r o p r i a t e  guil t  is 
precisely wha t  keeps  our  sins f rom get t ing out  o f  hand.  It is our  
most  effective safeguard against  our  own procl ivi ty for evil.

A m o n g  the reasons  for b e c o mi n g  mor e  conscious  is to 
avoid b e c o mi n g  evil. For tunat ely,  the truly evil r e p r e s e n t  only a 
minor i t y  of  the h u m a n  popu l a t i on .  Yet lesser forms of  psycho­
logical i l lness a bound .  And  a l t h o u g h  not  evil, they too can re­
flect an unwi l l i ngness  to mee t  our  Shadow.  S i gmund  Fr eud  and 
his daught e r ,  Anna ,  compel l i ng l y  d e mo n s t r a t e d  that  t here  is of­
ten "sinister" stuff l urki ng in the dept hs  of  the unc ons c i ous  
mind.  Tradi t i onal  F r e u d i a n  psychology has t a ugh t  us t ha t  the 
causes of  mos t  psychological  d i sorder s  stem f rom h i d d e n  feel­
i ngs  — anger ,  u n a c k n o wl e d g e d  sexual  desi re,  and so on. Because  
of  this,  psychological  illness has been  local ized in the u n c o n ­
scious rea lm by most  t hinkers ,  as i f  the u nc ons c i ous  were the 
seat of  psychopat hol ogy ,  and s ympt oms  were like s u b t e r r a n e a n  
d e mo n s  that  surface to t o r m e n t  the individual .  My own view is 
the opposi t e .

As I wrote  in The Road Less Traveled, I bel ieve that  all psy­
chological  d i sorder s  are basical ly di sorder s  of  consciousness .  
They are not  roo t ed  in the u nc ons c i ous  but  in a conscious  
mi nd  that  refuses to think and is unwi l l ing to deal  with cer t ain 
issues,  bear  cer t ain feel ings,  or t olerate  pain.  These  issues,  feel­
ings,  or desi res are in the u nc ons c i ous  only because  a pa i n ­
avoiding conscious  mi nd  has t hrus t  t h e m there.

Of  course ,  no one walking a r o u n d  is so u nhe a l t hy  that  he 
is not  at least  sl ightly conscious .  And  no one is so heal thy that  
she is totally conscious .  The r e  are i n n u m e r a b l e  degrees  of  con-
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sciousness,  given that  some peop l e  exer t  themselves  mor e  or 
less t han  others .  But  the degr ee  of  consc i ousness  is i nher en t l y  
hard  to measur e .  Even wi th the tools for gaug i ng  ment a l  hea l t h  
t h r o u g h  s t andard  psychological  test ing,  it is difficult  to de t e r ­
mi ne  anyone ' s  t rue level of  consciousness .  We can speculate  
f rom his or her  behavior .  But  pe r haps  the best  me a s u r e  of  
s ome one ' s  degr ee  of  consc i ousness  can be f ound in the consi s­
tency of  his or her  genera l  a p p r o a c h  to t h inking.  For  e xampl e ,  
a pe r son  who is o r i en t ed  mor e  toward t h i nki ng  simplist ical ly 
has a lesser degr ee  of  consc i ousness  t han  a pe r s on  who thinks 
wi th integrity.

In this way, t h i nk i ng  and consc i ousness  are inext r i cably 
l ocked t o g e t h e r  in a paral lel  re l a t i onship.  Consc i ousness  is the 
f ou n d a t i o n  of  all t h i nk i ng ,  and t h i nki ng  is the f o u n d a t i o n  of  all 
consciousness .  Anyt i me  t here  is a fai lure in t h i nki ng ,  t here  is 
c o r r e s p o n d i n g  defici t  in a pe r son ' s  level of  consciousness .  
Thus ,  all h u m a n  b e h a v i o r  — the good,  the bad,  and the indif­
f e r ent  — is d e t e r mi n e d  by the extent ,  or lack thereof ,  of  the 
qual i ty of  t h i nk i ng  and consc iousness  involved.

Peopl e  have f requent ly asked me,  "Dr. Peck,  since we all 
have neuroses  of  one sort  or a no t h e r  — since no one can be c o m ­
pletely c ons c i ous  — how do you know when  to go into therapy?"

My answer  to t hem is: "When you ' r e  stuck. There ' s  no need 
for t he rapy  wh e n  you ' r e  clearly growing well wi t hou t  it. But  
when  we ' re  not  growing,  when  we' re  stuck and sp i nn i ng  our  
wheel s ,  we ' r e  obviously in a cond i t i on  of  inefficiency.  And 
wh e n e v e r  t here ' s  a lack of  efficiency t here  is a potent i a l ly u n ­
necessary lack of  c o mp e t e n c e . "  So t here  is yet  a n o t h e r  r eason 
to seek g rea t e r  consciousness .  It is the f ounda t i on  of  ment a l  
and spir i tual  growth.  And  it is t h r o u g h  this growt h tha t  we b e ­
come ever mor e  compe t e n t .

CONSCIOUSNESS AND COMPETENCE

Al t h o u g h  we can p i n p o i n t  var ious capabi l i t ies  and talents  that  
al low us to mee t  the d e m a n d s  of  life or to develop def tness in
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problem-solving skills, genera l  c o m p e t e n c e  is a mu c h  mor e  
c ompl e x  capabil i ty.  In re l a t i on to the d e v e l o p m e n t  of  con ­
sciousness,  it is b r o a d e r  than j u s t  a t t a i n i ng adequacy  in basic 
survival skills, l ea r n i ng  how to organize ,  or having an excel l ent  
memory.  True c o m p e t e n c e  is mor e  abou t  growing in wi sdom 
than ac c u mu l a t i n g  mer e  knowl edge .  It entai ls striving toward a 
psychological  and spir i tual  matur i t y  that  resul ts in real per sonal  
power.

Many peop l e  can cook wi t hout  recipes  or work on car  e n ­
gines wi t hou t  a ma nua l ,  or have br i l l i ant  me mo r i e s  that  enabl e  
t hem to recall  quick,  formula i c  ways of  r e s p o n d i n g  to si tua­
t ions.  But ,  because  of  an inabil i ty or unwi l l i ngness  to t h i nk  in 
b r o a d e r  ways or to hand l e  di f ferent  s i tuat ions creatively,  they 
may fail in dea l i ng  wi th si tuat ions t ha t  do not  fit wi thin ex­
pec t ed  pat t erns .  The  ma n  who can easily fix a ga r bage  disposal  
wi t hout  mu c h  help f rom a manua l  may feel totally i n c o m p e t e n t  
when  faced wi th han d l i n g  mor e  c o mp l e x  or det ai l ed s i tuat ions 
involving the di scipl ine of  his ch i l dr en  or c o m m u n i c a t i o n  with 
his wife.

The real i ty is that  even when  peop l e  are c o m p e t e n t  in 
some aspects  of  thei r  lives, thei r  c o m p e t e n c e  in o t he r  areas 
varies.  Hea t he r ,  one of  the mai n  charac t er s  in A Bed by the Win­
dow, is very skilled and consc i en t i ous  in her  work as a nurse  — so 
c o mp e t e n t  and we l l - r ounded  as a caregiver  that  she is one of  
the mos t  appr e c i a t ed  staff m e mb e r s  at the nur s i ng  h ome .  Her  
per sonal  life is a n o t h e r  ma t t e r  a l together .  She is less c o m p e t e n t  
in ma k i ng  deci s ions  abou t  mates ,  and often f inds her se l f  in 
c o mp r o mi s i n g  — even abus i ve  — si tuat ions as a resul t  of  her  
p o o r  j u d g m e n t  abou t  men.  As a superb  nurse  on the one hand  
but  a lousy gi r l f r iend on the other ,  H e a t h e r  is a glar ing e xampl e  
o f  what  psychologis t s  refer  to as s o me o n e  wi th a c o mb i n a t i o n  of  
both "confl ict-free areas of  the ego" and ext r emel y  conf l icted 
ones,  s o me o n e  who is fully conscious  in cer t a in areas but ,  b e ­
cause of  neur o t i c  confl ict ,  ut terly unc ons c i ous  in others.

Many peop l e  f ind t hemselves  confused by the une ve n  na ­
ture of  thei r  consciousness .  As did Hea t he r ,  they may go into 
t herapy seeking an end to thei r  t o r ment .  Al t h o u g h  some rel ief
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usual ly comes  quickly wi th the real izat ion tha t  they are not  
crazy, and major  growth may c ome  mor e  slowly, they will find 
that  even the rapy  does not  offer a pa na c e a  for the pain of  d e ­
ve loping consciousness .

In my pract i ce  as a psychotherapi s t ,  I woul d  rout inely tell 
my pat i ent s ,  "Psychotherapy is not  about  happi ness ;  it is abou t  
power.  I f  you go the whol e  route  here ,  I c a n n o t  g u a r a n t e e  you 
that  you will leave one j o t  happier .  Wh a t  I can gua r a n t e e  you is 
that  you will leave mo r e  compe t e n t . "  I woul d  go on to say, "But 
t here  is a va c uum of  c o m p e t e n c e  in the wor ld,  and so as soon as 
peop l e  b e c o me  mor e  c o mp e t e n t ,  God or life will give t hem big­
ger  things  to do.  Consequent l y ,  you may well leave here  wor ry­
ing abou t  far bigger  p r ob l e ms  than when  you f i rst  came.  
None t he l e s s ,  a cer t ain kind of  j oy  and peace  of  mi nd  do come  
f rom knowi ng  that  you ' r e  wor ryi ng abou t  big things and no 
l onger  get t ing ben t  out  o f  shape about  the little ones."

Once ,  whe n  asked the p u r pos e  of  psychotherapy,  Freud 
c o m m e n t e d ,  "To make  the uncons c i ous  conscious . "  This,  of  
course ,  is what  has been  said all along.  Therapy ' s  p u r pos e  is to 
help peopl e  b e c o me  mor e  aware so that  they can think mor e  
clearly and live thei r  lives mor e  effectively and efficiently.

A n o t h e r  way of  t a lking abou t  this p r ogr e s s i on  of  awareness  
or consc iousness  is in t erms  of  what  is known as ego de ve l op­
ment ,  whi ch is very mu c h  a d e v e l o p m e n t  of  consciousness .  In A 
World Waiting to Be Born, I wrote  that  the ego is the gover n i ng  
par t  of  our  per sonal i t y and that  its d e v e l o p m e n t  — the ma t u r a ­
t ion of  this g o v e r n o r  — can be de l i nea t ed  in t hr ee  overal l  stages.  
The fi rst  stage,  that  o f  early ch i l dhood ,  is one  of  an absolut e  or 
a lmos t  absolut e  lack of  sel f -consciousness.  He r e  the ego is t o­
tally down at the level of  the e mot i ons  and e n m e s h e d  wi th 
t hem.  It is this lack of  sel f -consciousness that  can make  young 
ch i l dr en  so f requent ly c h a r mi n g  and seemingly i nnocuous .  
Wh e n  they are joyful ,  they are one h u n d r e d  p e r c e n t  joyful .  
They are marvelously s p o n t a n e o u s  and innocent .  But  it is this 
same lack of  sel f -consciousness that  can so often make  t hem dif­
f icul t .  For  when  ch i l d r en  are sad, they are also one  h u n d r e d
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p e r c e n t  sad, some t i mes  to the po i n t  o f  be i ng inconsol abl e .  And 
when  they are angry,  thei r  ange r  will e r up t  in t e m p e r  t a n t r ums  
and some t i mes  violent  or vicious behavior .

The r e  are g l i mmer i ngs  of  sel f -consciousness by the age of  
n ine  mo n t h s ,  and the capaci ty for self-awareness very gradual ly 
increases  t h r o u g h o u t  ch i l dhood .  In adol escence ,  however ,  it 
u n d e r g o e s  a dr amat i c  growth spurt .  For  the f i rst  t ime young  
peopl e  have a qui te obvious "observing ego." Now they can o b ­
serve t hemselves  be i ng joyful  or sad or angry whi le they are feel­
ing so. This means  the ego is no longer  whol ly conf i ned to the 
level of  the emot i ons .  Now a par t  of  i t  — the observing ego  — is 
de t a c h e d  f rom the e mot i ons ,  above t h e m l ooki ng on.  The r e  is 
a cer t a in resul t i ng loss of  spontanei ty.

The  observing ego is still not  fully deve l oped  in adol es ­
cence.  Thus ,  adol escent s  are f r equent ly  s p o n t a n e o u s ,  s o me ­
t imes danger ous l y  so. At  o t he r  t imes,  however ,  they seem to be 
n o t h i n g  but  a mass of  affectat ions as they self-consciously try on 
one new ident i ty after a n o t h e r  by wear i ng bizarre hairstyles and 
clothes and behavi ng out rageously.  Constant ly c o mp a r i n g  t h e m ­
selves wi th peer s  and parent s ,  these seemingly f l amboyant  crea­
tures are often painful ly shy and suffer i n n u m e r a b l e  spasms of  
excruc i a t i ng  e m b a r r a s s m e n t  and sel f -deprecat ion.

Since sel f -consciousness often be c ome s  painful  at this stage 
of  psychosocial  and spiri tual  de v e l o p me n t ,  many peop l e  move 
into a d u l t h o o d  forsaking r a t he r  t han  c o n t i n u i n g  its deve l op ­
ment .  Because  they fail to fur t her  develop thei r  observing egos 
once  they en t e r  adu l t h o o d ,  thei r  sel f-observing capaci ty be ­
comes  mo d u l a t e d  (and less painful ) ,  but  this of ten occurs  only 
because  of  an actual  shr i nkage  of  consciousness .  Wh e n ,  unwi t ­
tingly, the majori ty settle for a l i mi t ed  — even d i mi n i s hed  — a wa r e ­
ness of  thei r  own feel ings and i mper f ec t i ons ,  they have s t opped  
shor t  on the j o u r n e y  of  pe r sona l  growth,  t he reby  fai l ing to ful­
fi l l  thei r  h u m a n  potent i a l  or grow into t rue psychospi r i tual  
power.

But  a for t una t e  minor i ty,  for reasons  both  mys ter ious  and 
graceful ,  c o n t i nue  the j o u r ne y ,  ever s t r e n g t h e n i n g  thei r  ob-
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serving egos r a t her  t han  al lowing t h e m to at rophy.  One  of  the 
reasons  that  psychoanalyt ical ly o r i en t ed  psycho t he r apy  may be 
p r o f ound l y  effective is that  it is a vehicle for the exerci se of  the 
observing ego.  Wh a t  the pa t i ent  is do i ng  as he lies on the ana ­
lyst's couch  is not  merely talking abou t  hi mse l f  but  observing 
h i mse l f  t a lking abou t  h i mse l f  and observing his feel ings as he 
does so.

The exerci se of the observing ego is crucial  because  i f  it b e ­
comes  s t rong e n o u g h ,  the individual  is t hen  in a pos i t i on wher e  
she can p r o c e e d  to the next  stage and deve lop what  I call a t r a n ­
s c e n d e n t  ego.  Wi th a t r a n s c e n d e n t  ego,  we b e c o me  mor e  aware 
of  our  b r o a d e r  d i mens i ons ,  be t t er  p r e p a r e d  to dec i de  real ist i ­
cally when,  wher e ,  and why to express  the essence of  who we 
are.  In b e c o mi n g  mor e  conscious  of  the full r ange  of  our  
t hough t s  and feel ings,  we inevi tably b e c o me  less t h r e a t e n e d  by 
the knowl edge  of  our  flaws and can mor e  readi ly i nt egra t e  and 
appr ec i a t e  the whole  of  who we a r e  — the good and the bad.  We 
may deve lop the capaci ty to live with,  pe r haps  even l augh at, 
our  l imi tat ions.  Wh e n  we can ac knowl e dge  our  i mper f ec t i ons ,  
we find ourselves in a bet t er  pos i t ion to work on those areas 
wi thin our  power  to cha nge  and to accept  those things  we can­
not.

It's a given that  the very exi s t ence of  a signi f icant  observing 
ego impl ies  a cer t ain loss of  spon t ane i t y . Since the d e v e l o p me n t  
of  a t r a n s c e n d e n t  ego is based on the pr ior  f o u nda t i on  of  an ob ­
serving ego,  a fully conscious  pe r s on  knows he is often not  free 
to do everything he simply feels like doing.  On the o t her  hand ,  
he has the psychological  flexibility to consciously dec i de  whe n  
he can be s p o n t a n e o u s  and to know when  the s i tuat ion calls for 
caut ion.

I was a t t e mp t i ng  to expla in the c onc e p t  of  t r a n s c e n d e n t  
ego to a pa t i en t  one af t ernoon.  This par t i cul a r  pa t i en t  was see­
ing me because  of  a p r o b l e m express i ng his anger.  He had 
some years before been  high in the admi n i s t r a t i on  of  a uni ver ­
sity at a t ime of  s t udent  riots.  "Aha!" he suddenl y  exclaimed.  
"Now I u n d e r s t a n d  what  you ' r e  talking about . "  He r e c o u n t e d  
how at the he i ght  of  the riots,  the p r e s i den t  of  the universi ty re­
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signed and a new p r e s i den t  was i mmedi a t e l y  b r o u g h t  in to re­
place him:

We went  f rom me e t i ng  to me e t i ng  to meet i ng.  More  
often than  not ,  the di scussions were very heat ed.  The 
new man  mos t l y  j u s t  l i stened.  Occas ional ly he would 
very calmly c o m m e n t  that  universi ty pol icy was p r o b a ­
bly such and such,  but  he wasn' t  sure because  he was 
still l ea r n i ng  the ropes.  I a d mi r e d  how he kept  his 
cool.  But  I also began  to w o n d e r  i f  he wasn' t  be i ng too 
passive,  possibly even ineffect ive.  Finally,  we were at a 
huge  me e t i ng  in the a mph i t he a t e r ,  o p e n  to the ent i re  
faculty. The issue was par t i cular ly critical.  A very 
young  faculty m e m b e r  went  into a l ong diat r ibe abou t  
how the ent i r e  admi n i s t r a t i on  was n o t h i n g  but  a col­
l ect ion of  insensi t ive and unr e spons i ve  fascist pigs. 
Wh e n  he was f i n i s he d  the new ma n  s tood up and 
s t rode to the lectern.  "I have been  wi th you for t hree  
weeks now," he said wi th his usual  calm,  steady voice,
"and you have not  yet  had the occas ion to see your  
new p r e s i de n t  get  angry.  Today you are going to have 
that  oppor tuni ty . "  Then  he p r o c e e d e d  to ut ter ly blast  
the a r r oga n t  young  fool away. It was very impressive.  
Maybe that ' s  an e xampl e  of  what  you me a n  by a t r an­
s c e n d e n t  ego at work.

Whi l e  t here  is a small  loss of  f r eedom associated wi th con ­
sciousness and cons t an t  se l f -examinat ion,  those who have be ­
come  a c c u s t o me d  to it have f ound that ,  on ba l ance ,  it makes  
for a way of  life tha t  can be p r o f ound l y  l iberat ing.  Tha t  is be ­
cause unde r l y i ng  a high degr ee  of  consc iousness  is a degr ee  of 
se l f -cont rol  — in o t he r  words ,  psychological  c o mp e t e n c e .

Havi ng  a t r a n s c e n d e n t  ego is ana l ogous  to be i ng an or­
ches t ra  conduct or .  Like the universi ty pr es i dent ,  an individual  
wi th a t r a n s c e n d e n t  ego has b e c o me  so aware of  her  e mot i ons  
that  she can actual ly or ches t r a t e  t hem.  She may be feel ing some 
sadness,  but  she is in c o m m a n d  of  herself,  so she can say in
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essence,  "This is not  the t ime for sadness  or violins;  it is a t ime 
for joy.  So hush now,  violins.  An d  come  on,  horns ,  blow forth." 
Wh a t  def ines her  c o m p e t e n c e  he re  — her  per sona l  powe r  — is 
that  she does not  repress  or deny he r  sadness  any mo r e  than  an 
or ches t r a  c o n d u c t o r  woul d  smash the violins.  She simply sets 
aside her  sadness,  or bracket s  it. Similarly,  wi th the emot i ona l  
and intel lectual  c o m p e t e n c e  of  a t r a n s c e n d e n t  ego,  she would 
be able to address  the joyful  par t  of  herself: "I love you,  horns ,  
but  this is not  a s i tuat ion for joyful  express ion.  It is one that  
calls for anger.  So beat  the drums . "

Yet once  again,  in the i nteres t  o f  real i sm,  we mus t  r e m e m ­
ber  that  all blessings are potent i a l  curses,  and that  bo t h  c on ­
sciousness and c o m p e t e n c e  are i next r i cably i n t e rwoven with 
pain.  As I wrote  in The Road Less Traveled, "Perhaps  the best  m e a ­
sure of  a per son ' s  grea tness  is the capaci ty for suffering." This 
po i n t  is u n d e r s c o r e d  in the aptly t i t led book  The Price o f Great­
ness, by Ar n o l d  Ludwig,  a professor  of  psychiat ry at the Uni ver ­
sity o f  Kent ucky  Col lege of  Medi c i ne .  Ludwig ' s  book  is based on 
ten years of  r esearch that  e x a mi n e d  the lives of  1,004 e m i n e n t  
f igures  of  the t went i e th  cent ury  who r e p r e s e n t e d  var ious disci­
pl ines i nc l ud i ng  artists,  wri ters,  i nventors ,  and o t he r  creat ive in­
dividuals.  In exp l o r i ng  the re l a t i onshi p  be t ween  genius  and 
ment a l  heal th ,  Ludwi g wrote  that  a mo n g  the great  geniuses  of  
our  t imes,  all showed a readiness  to di scard preva l en t  views, an 
i r r everence  toward es tabl i shed author i ty,  a s t rong capaci ty for 
sol i tude,  and a "psychological  unease , "  which could cause m e n ­
tal t r ouble  such as depress i on ,  anxiety,  or a l cohol i sm.  But  i f  
these qual i t ies were not  too incapac i t a t i ng ,  they actual ly con ­
t r i but ed  to the i ndividual ' s  ability to achieve signi f icant  creat iv­
ity, blaze new trails,  p r opos e  radical  solut ions,  and p r o m o t e  new 
schools of  t hought .

A n o t h e r  aspect  o f  the pain of  be i ng  gifted and highly con ­
scious has to do wi th the st ruggle to come  to t erms  with one' s  
superiori ty.  As I wrote  in A World Waiting to Be Born, many who 
are truly super i or  will st ruggle against  thei r  ge n u i n e  call to pe r ­
sonal  and civic power  because  they fear exerci s ing authori ty.  
Usually,  they are r e l uc t an t  to cons i de r  themselves  "bet ter  than"
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or "above" others ,  in large par t  because  of  a sense of  humi l i ty 
that  a c c o mp a n i e s  thei r  pe r sona l  and spir i tual  power.

A w o ma n  n a m e d  J ane  was a case in point .  She was a bri l­
l iant  and beaut i ful  young  s t udent  in the second year  of  bus iness  
school  who had come to see me because  of  irritability.  Her  
dates were dull .  He r  professors  s eemed  p o mp o u s .  He r  fel low 
s tudent s ,  even the wo me n ,  st ruck her  as r emar kab l y  l imi ted and 
uni magi na t i ve .  She had no idea wha t  the p r o b l e m  was,  but  she 
was smar t  e n o u g h  to know that  s o me t h i n g  was wr ong  abou t  liv­
ing in a state of  cons t an t  annoyance .

After  several  sessions goi ng over the same old g r o u n d ,  she 
exc l a i med in exasper a t i on ,  "I feel that  all I 'm doi ng  he r e  is 
whining.  I do n ' t  want  to be a whiner . "

"Then  you' l l  need  to l earn how to accept  your  superiori ty," 
I r e tor t ed.

"My what? Wh a t  do you mean?"  J ane  was d u m b f o u n d e d .  
"I 'm not  superior . "

"All your  c o m p l a i n t s  — your  whi n i ng ,  i f  you wi l l  — center  
a r o u n d  your  probabl y  accura t e  a s sessment  that  your  dates 
a r en ' t  as smar t  as you,  your  professors  a r en ' t  as h u m b l e  as you,  
and your  fel low s t udent s  a r en ' t  as i n t eres t i ng as you," I po i n t ed  
out.  "In o t he r  words ,  all your  u n h a p p i n e s s  relates to the fact 
that  you f e e l  — and pr obabl y  are — supe r i o r  to mos t  people . "

"But I do n ' t  feel super ior , "  she exc l a i med  wi th a t ouch  of  
despera t i on .  "That ' s  the point .  I shou l dn ' t  feel super ior .  Every­
one ' s  equal . "

"Are they?" I a r ched  my eyebrows.  "If you bel ieve everyone 
is as smar t  as you,  t hen  you ' r e  b o u n d  to be chronical ly i r r i tated 
when  peop l e  prove t hemselves  not  to be as smart .  You' re  going 
to be constant ly d i s a p p o i n t e d  wi th t h e m wh e n  they d o n ' t  live 
up to your  expect a t i ons . "

The weeks that  fol lowed were ones  of  excruci at i ngly hard  
work for J ane ,  a l t h o u g h  t i nged with the e x c i t e me n t  of  g r u d g ­
ingly sens ing that  she was on the r ight  t rack.  It was so mu c h  eas­
ier be i ng  ordinary.  It was so safe. How could she accept  her  
super ior i ty and not  s u c c u mb  to a r rogance?  Not  b e c o me  mi red 
in sel f - r ighteousness? I f  she really was super ior ,  was she not  t hen
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d o o m e d  to a life of  lonel iness? And  i f  she was not  o r d i na r y  — if 
she was,  in fact, ex t r ao r d i na r y  — why? Why her? Why was she sin­
gled out ,  chos en  or cursed? Of  course ,  I could never  answer  
these ques t ions  for her. But  it was reassur ing for her  that  I ac­
k nowl e dge d  that  they were very real and very i mp o r t a n t  ques ­
t ions.  Gradual ly,  she came to accept  t ha t  she was not  ordinary,  
that  she was both  chos en  and cursed,  blessed and b u r d e n e d .

Yet a n o t h e r  painful  b u r d e n  that  comes  wi th i ncreased con ­
sciousness and c o m p e t e n c e  is the lonel iness  of  t r a n s c e n d i n g  
t radi t i onal  cul ture .  T h r o u g h o u t  the ages,  only a few a m o n g  mi l ­
l i ons  — a Socrates ,  a Jesus  — have obviously r isen above the rigid 
cul ture  and simplist ic t h i nk i ng  of  thei r  t imes.  Now,  as a resul t  of  
mass c o mmu n i c a t i o n s ,  psychot herapy,  and grace,  I would esti­
mat e  t ha t  t he re  are h u n d r e d s  of  t hous a nds  of  adul t s  in our  
count ry  who are on this cut t i ng edge.  These  individuals  t hink 
well e n o u g h  to cha l l enge  conven t i ona l  and i r rat ional  t hinking.  
They ques t i on  bl ind nat ional  and tribal l oya l t i es  — and the l imi­
tat ions i mpos e d  by thei r  cul t ur e  — in o r de r  to grow. They no 
l onger  bel ieve everything they read in the newspapers .  They 
seek t ruth and cha l l enge  the i l lusions abou t  "normalcy"  as p r o ­
mo t e d  by society and the mass media .  They show the cour age  
to no l onger  be sucked into the simplist ic t h i nk i ng  a r o u n d  
t hem.  They have redef i ned  "family" to i nc l ude  not  only blood 
relat ives but  the meani ngf u l  re l a t ions  they establ ish wi th o t h ­
ers who share c o m m o n  interest s  and a c o m m o n  — and growth-  
o r i e n t e d  — a p p r o a c h  to life.

In the process  of  b e c o mi n g  increas ingly conscious ,  many 
e x p e r i e n c e  a sense o f  f r eedom and l ibera t ion in striving toward 
b e c o mi n g  t rue to — and t ru l y  — t hemselves .  The i r  awareness  is 
b e c o mi n g  root ed  in the e t ernal ,  and the evolut ion of  con ­
sciousness is the very essence of  spiri tual  growth.  But  they pay a 
pr ice as well,  because  thei rs  can be a lonely j our ney .  Deep  
t hinkers  are often mi s u n d e r s t o o d  by the masses  who c on t i nue  
to view life and the wor ld simplistically.  Since many who are 
conscious  do not  readi ly buy into the "go along to get  along" 
mental i ty that  is preva l en t  in society, they find it hard  to fit 
neat ly into the ma i ns t r eam.  They find that  other s  have diffi-
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culty u n d e r s t a n d i n g  and c o m m u n i c a t i n g  with t hem.  They pay 
the pr ice of  feel ing at least  part ial ly a l i ena t ed  f rom families and 
isolated f rom old f r iends and cul tural  rituals.

These  intel lectual ly and spiri tual ly "elite" come  f rom a va­
riety of  bac k g r o u n d s .  They may be r ich or poor ,  of  any race,  
gender ,  or level of  educa t i on .  But  because  consc i ousness  re­
qui res great  i nternal  s t r engt h  to cope ,  many wi th the potent i a l  
to rise above thei r  l o t  — a cer t ain menta l i t y  they were raised 
wi t h  — ins t ead choose  what  seems the easier  path,  o f  s t agnat ion 
over growth.

For  exa mpl e ,  a n u m b e r  of  black se rv i cemen w h o m  I evalu­
ated whi le wor ki ng  as a psychiat r i s t  in the Army dur i ng  the Viet ­
nam era chose to play " dumb"  even t h o u g h  it was clear  they 
were inte l l i gent  e n o u g h  to answer  c o mp l e x  ques t ions .  Many 
d i dn ' t  want  to rock the boat ;  other s  wan t ed  to avoid the re­
sponsibi l i ty that  comes  with be i ng c o m p e t e n t  and the d e m a n d s  
it woul d  place on t hem.  For  the same reason,  a large n u m b e r  of  
peop l e  shun consc i ousness  to a lesser or grea t e r  ex t en t  because  
they find it a mor e  comf or t ab l e  way to live. Even i f  they give lip 
service to the i mp o r t a n c e  of  awareness  and growing,  t he i r  ac­
t ions do not  always c o r r e s p o n d  to thei r  words.

In fact, it is c o m m o n  for consc i ousness  to be t r ea t ed  almost  
as i f  it were a c o m m o n  cold,  cont ag i ous  or potent i al ly deadly if 
one spreads  deep  t h i nk i ng  too mu c h  to those in one ' s  e nv i r on­
ment .  As I wrote  in Ch a p t e r  1, it is qui te c o m m o n  for c o n t e m ­
plat ives to be told by other s  that  they "think too much . "  Being 
aware is of ten gree t ed  wi th suspicion and t r ep i da t i on ,  as i f  
t h i nk i ng  deeply and well can be e qua t e d  wi th a bad drug that  
one can b e c o me  addi c t ed  to and overdose  on.

THE CONSCIOUSNESS OF DEATH

Ther e  is still a n o t h e r  pain of  consc iousness  so great  and so im­
p o r t a n t  that  it war r ant s  even d e e p e r  cons i dera t i on .  I refer  to 
our  consc i ousness  of  dea t h  and dying.  As s umi ng  that  we are 
mor e  conscious  t han  o t her  animal s ,  one  of  the things  mos t  fre-
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quent ly said abou t  the h u m a n  cond i t i on  is that  "man is the only 
c r ea t ure  to be aware of  his mortal i ty." Some have labeled this 
not  only the h u m a n  condi t i on  but  the h u m a n  d i l e mma  because  
peop l e  t end to find this awareness  excruciat ingly painful .

Consequent l y ,  mos t  peop l e ,  one way or anot her ,  a t t e mp t  to 
f lee f rom di rect ly facing thei r  mortal i ty.  Ra t he r  than me e t i ng  
our  mortal i ty h e a d - o n  — doi ng  so as early as possible and doi ng 
so on a r egul a r  ba s i s  — many of  us fail to p r e p a r e  in any signifi­
cant  way. In our  dea t h - deny i ng  and yout h - wor sh i p i ng  cul ture ,  
we go to great  l engths  to avoid facing even the smal lest  re­
mi nde r s  of  death.  As Ernes t  Becker  po i n t ed  out  in his now clas­
sic work,  The Denial o f Death, this,  too,  may lead us to evil in a 
variety of  subt le ways (as in s capegoa t i ng  or actual  h u m a n  sacri­
f ice to propi t i a t e  the gods so that  they won ' t  get  us).

Natural ly associated wi th our  r e l uc t ance  to deal  wi th dea t h  
is our  r e l uc t ance  to deal  wi th old age.  I wrote  in In Search o f  
Stones t hat  it woul d  be unna t u r a l  to actual ly we l c ome  aging be ­
cause it is a process  of s t r ipping away — eventual ly a s t r ipping 
away of  everything.  In the later  days of  my pract i ce,  I was con ­
sul ted by four  r emar kab l y  simi lar  w o m e n  in thei r  late sixties or 
early sevent ies who came to me with the same chief  complaint :  
depr es s i on  at growing old. Each was secula r -minded.  Each had 
e i t her  made  mo n e y  or mar r i ed  money.  All thei r  ch i l dr en  had 
t u r n e d  out  golden.  It was as i f  life had gone  acco r d i ng  to a 
script.

But  now they were get t ing cataracts ,  r equ i r i ng  hea r i ng  aids 
or den t u r e s ,  and facing hip r ep l acement s .  This wasn' t  the way 
they woul d  have wr i t t en the script,  and they were angry and d e ­
pressed.  I saw no way to help t hem wi t hou t  conver t i ng  t h e m to 
a vision of  old age as s o me t h i n g  mor e  than  a mean i ng l e s s  t ime 
of  wa t ch i ng  themselves  simply rot  away. I t r ied to help t hem 
"buy it" as a spir i tual  pe r i od  in thei r  lives, a t ime of  p r epar a t i on .  
It was not  an easy sell. In a t t e mp t i ng  it, I kept  saying to each of  
t hem in every possible way, "Look,  you ' r e  not  the scriptwri ter;  
it's j u s t  not  ent i rely your  show." Two of  t h e m soon left, pre fe r ­
r ing to be depr e s s ed  r a t he r  t han  come to t erms  wi th the fact 
that  life was not  solely thei r  own show.
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Al t h o u g h  she was even mor e  depr es sed ,  I had a mu c h  eas­
ier t ime of  it wi th an elder ly w o m a n  who had a dist inct ly rel i­
gious,  Chr i s t i an mind-set .  In her  mid-sixt ies,  she had suffered a 
de t a c h e d  r e t i na  in each eye. Ninety p e r c e n t  bl ind,  she was in­
censed at her  fate and fur ious at the o p h t h a l mo l o g i s t  who had 
been  unsuccessful  in hea l i ng  her  cond i t i on  wi th the mos t  ad­
vanced laser  t r ea t ment .  A t h e me  soon e me r g e d  dur i ng  our  ses­
sions.  "I j u s t  hate it wh e n  they have to take hold of  my arm to 
help me out  of  the pew or walk me down the steps at church, "  
she rant ed .  "I hate be i ng  stuck at home .  I know that  lots of  p e o ­
ple vo l un t ee r  to take me places,  but  I can ' t  be asking fr iends to 
drive me a r o u n d  all the t ime."

It was clear  to me,  I told her,  that  she had t aken a lot  of  
pr ide  in her  i n d e p e n d e n c e .  ' You' ve been  a very successful  pe r ­
son,  and I t h ink you n e e d e d  that  pr ide for your  many  a c c o m­
pl i shment s .  But  you know,  it's a j o u r n e y  f rom here  to heaven,  
and it's a good rule of  j o u r n e y i n g  to travel light.  I ' m not  sure 
how successful  you ' r e  going to be in get t i ng to heaven,  car rying 
a r o u n d  all this pr ide, "  I said. 'You see your  b l i ndness  as a curse,  
and I d on ' t  b l ame  you.  Conceivably,  however ,  you mi ght  look at 
it as a blessing des i gned  to rel ieve you of  the no longer  neces ­
sary b u r d e n  of  your  pr ide.  Excep t  for your  eyes,  you ' r e  in pret ty 
good heal th.  You've probabl y  got  at least  a dozen  mor e  years to 
live. It's up to you w h e t h e r  you ' d  r a t he r  live those  years with a 
curse or a blessing."

W h e t h e r  s o me o n e  can make  the t rans i t i on and l earn to 
di scern a blessing whe r e  once  they only saw a curse seems to 
have s o me t h i n g  to do with w h e t h e r  they can view old age as a 
t ime of  p r epa r a t i on .  P r e p a r a t i o n  for what? Obviously,  an after­
life. In my book  In Heaven as on Earth, one of  the major  subjects 
is that  of  purgatory,  whi ch I d e s c r i be  — I bel ieve qui te p r o p ­
er ly — as a very elegant ,  we l l - appoi nt ed  psychiat r ic hospi t al  wi th 
the mos t  m o d e r n  t echn i ques  for as-painless-as-possible learning.  
None t he l e s s ,  I make  it indel ibly clear  t ha t  the a m o u n t  of  t ime 
we mus t  spend in purgatory,  i f  any, is di rect ly p r o po r t i ona l  to 
the effort  we have ma de  to avoid dea l i ng  wi th the i mp o r t a n t  is­
sues in our  lives ( i nc l udi ng  our  Shadow and our  old age) and
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our  fai lure to p r e p a r e  for death.  W h e t h e r  in an afterlife or on 
ear th,  we mus t  do the work of  pur ga t o r y  or r ema i n  forever  in 
l imbo,  separa t ed  f rom God.  Why not  get  on wi th it?

Some peop l e  ma n a g e  to get  on wi th it mo r e  courageous l y  
t han  others .  The elder ly w o ma n  I previously m e n t i o n e d  rapidly 
began  wor ki ng  t h r o u g h  her  turmoi l .  He r  depr es s i on  of  four 
years'  du r a t i on  began  to lift by our  thi rd session.  But  mos t  situ­
at ions do not  cha nge  so easily or b e c o me  resolved pe rmanent l y .  
In the s t ruggle to face aging and ul t imately dea th ,  some even 
kill t hemselves  because  they do not  want  to go d e e p e r  into what  
they perceive as the indigni ty of  dying;  many c a n n o t  bear  to e n ­
dure  all the losses that  c ome  with the st r ipping-away process.

The  s t r ipping away of  hea l th  and physical  agility is not  as 
painful  for me,  and I suspect  for other s ,  as the psychological  
s t r i pping away. The loss of  heroes ,  me n t o r s ,  and even interest s  
can leave us feel ing empty.  The s t r ipping away of  i l l us ions  —  
h u n d r e d s  of  t h e m — may be all for the good,  but  it still hur t s  
and may leave many dist rustful ,  cynical ,  and embi t t e r ed .  I 'm 
not  sure I will be as graceful  as the bl ind w o m a n  I descr ibed.  
But  I am ut ter ly cer t a in that  I will not  be able to deal  decent ly 
wi th my aging wi t hou t  relying on my r e l a t i onshi p  wi th God.  It's 
not  solely a ma t t e r  of  faith in an afterlife that  is my t rue h o me ,  
and faith that  aging is a process  of  p r e p a r a t i o n  for it. I need 
s ome t h i ng  even mor e  per sona l ,  i nc l ud i ng  my wife Lily and 
God,  to compl a i n  to a bou t  the i ndigni ty of  the st r ipping-away 
process.  And  I need  God u p o n  occas ion to answer  in He r  p e c u ­
liar way, s omet i mes  seemingly t h r o u g h  spirits and angels  of  a 
sort,  to help me along.  Wh a t  I've come  to real ize is t ha t  the 
s t r ipping-away process  of  old age is not  part ial .  It is not  j u s t  
physical ;  it is total.  The  real i ty is that  God doesn ' t  j u s t  want  par t  
of  us. God wants  all of  us.

The pa th  of  hea l t h  and hea l i ng  is the oppos i t e  f rom that  of  
the denial  of  death.  The best  book  I have read on the subject  is 
Living Our Dying by J o s e p h  Sharp.  He bel ieves,  as I do,  that  
dea th  is not  a t aker  away of  me a n i n g  but  a giver of  mean i ng .  
W h e t h e r  we are y o ung  or old,  a deep  consc iousness  of  dea t h  ul­
t imately leads us on a path to seeking mean i ng .  Peopl e  may
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grab u p o n  some simplist ic s e c o n d h a n d  faith out  of  fear, in or­
der  to avoid t h i nk i ng  about  thei r  deaths .  But  whi le such rel i­
gions may keep us war m for a bit, like h a n d - me - d o wn  clothes 
they are j u s t  t r appings .  A fully ma t u r e  rel igion,  however ,  begins  
wi th an active st ruggle with the mystery of  dea t h  and in a pe r ­
sonal  search for m e a n i n g  in its face. You c a n n o t  let anyone  else 
do the s t ruggl ing for you.  Thus  the saying "God has no g r a n d ­
chi ldren . "  You c a n n o t  be re l a t ed to God t h r o u g h  your  parent s .  
You mus t  find your  m e a n i n g  as a "child of  God" in a di rect  re­
l a t i onship wi th the cycle of  bi r th,  dea th ,  and rebi r th.

I n h e r e n t  in this is that  we mus t  come  to t e rms  wi th the re­
ality of  change ,  whi ch r equi res  cont i nua l  ad j us t ment s  in the 
way we th ink and beha ve  — and par t i cular ly when  we have b e ­
come the mos t  comf or t ab l e  wi th whe r e  we are.  And  c h a n g e  of­
ten feels like dying,  like death.  In The Road Less Traveled, I quot ed  
Seneca  as saying two t h o u s a n d  years ago,  " T h r o u g h o u t  the 
whole  of  life one mus t  c o n t i nue  to l earn to live, and what  will 
amaze  you even mor e ,  t h r o u g h o u t  life one  mus t  l earn to die." 
A m o n g  o t her  things  this i nc ludes  the fear some l ea r n i ng  of  how 
to consciously give up cont rol  of  our  lives when  it is a pp r op r i a t e  
to do so — and ul t imately hand  ourselves over  to God.

TRAVELING WITH GOD

I have sugges t ed many r easons  to grow in consciousness ,  but  we 
can always ask mor e  radical  ques t ions .  I f  one r eason is to find 
me a n i n g ,  what  m e a n i n g  are we seeking? We need  to b e c o me  
conscious  to b e c o me  good  and save ourselves f rom evil, but  
why? Why be good? The mor e  we can b e c o me  conscious ,  the 
mor e  we will grow in power  and c o m p e t e n c e ,  but  to wha t  p u r ­
pose? Gr a n t e d  that  the whole  t hrus t  of  evolut ion is in the di ­
rect ion of  consc i ousness ,  whe r e  are we evolving toward?

N o t h i n g  ever will r emove  all mystery.  But  I bel ieve at least  
par t  o f  the answer  to these ques t ions  can be found in the Lat in 
der ivat ion of  the very word "conscious, "  con-scire, which literally 
means  "to know with." Wh a t  a s t r ange der ivat ion!  To know
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with? To know wi th what? I suggest  that  the answer  is to know 
wi th God.  I have said that  psychological  di sorder s  pr imar i ly 
have thei r  r oot  in consc iousness  r a t he r  t han  in our  u n c o n ­
scious,  that  "nasty" mater i al  is c on t a i ne d  in our  unc ons c i ous  
only because  our  conscious  mi nd  refuses to deal  wi th it. I f  we 
can deal  wi th this u n p l e a s a n t  stuff, t hen  our  u nc ons c i ous  mi nd 
offers an absolut e  ga r den  of  del ight s  t h r o u g h  whi ch we are c on ­
nec t ed  to God.  In o t he r  words ,  I bel ieve that  God reveals H e r ­
self to us t h r o u g h  our  unc ons c i ous  if we are wi l l ing to be open  
to it and b e c o me  conscious  of  its wisdom.

In Gifts for the Journey, one of Sister Mari lyn' s  "wisdom" 
songs begins  wi th "Wi sdom is a spirit." Its refrain is "And I say: 
ask and you will receive.  Seek and you will find.  Knock  and it 
will be o p e n  to you.  And  I say: the Lor d  will give you His mi nd,  
the Lord will show you the way, the Lor d  will make  you his 
light." The Lord will actual ly give us His mind.  I f  we b e c o me  
conscious  e n o u g h ,  we can actual ly begin to think wi th the mi nd  
of  God.  The d e v e l o p m e n t  of  consc iousness  is thus,  a mo n g  
o t he r  things,  a process  of  the conscious  mi nd  o p e n i n g  itself to 
the unc ons c i ous  in o r de r  to be c o n g r u e n t  wi th the mi nd  of  
God.  Wh e n  we b e c o me  aware of  a new t ruth,  it is because  we 
consciously re-cognize it to be t rue;  we r e-know that  which we 
knew all a long in our  unc ons c i ous  mind.  We come to know the 
wi sdom that  God shares with us.

In The Road Less Traveled, I sugges t ed tha t  God actual ly 
speaks to us in a whole  variety of  ways, and I gave some e x a m­
ples.  One  is t h r o u g h  He r  "still, small  voice." Of  this still, small 
voice I gave a n o t h e r  e xa mpl e  in Gifts for the Journey, wher e  I told 
of  a w o m a n  in her  late thi r t ies who had t raveled r emar kab l y  far 
on the spi r i tual  j o u r n e y  but  was still deeply e n g a g e d  in con ­
f ront ing he r  genera l  fearfulness and lack of  faith.

A fr iend of  mi ne ,  she r e c o u n t e d  an e x p e r i e n c e  she had 
had a few mo r n i n g s  before as she was put t i ng  on her  l ipst ick 

j u s t  before going out  the door  to work.  A "still, small  voice" in­
side her  head  said,  "Go r unn i ng . "  She shook her  head  as i f  to 
shake away the voice,  but  it came back s t ronger .  "That ' s  r i di cu­
lous," she repl i ed,  hal f  to herself,  hal f  to the voice.  "I d on ' t  go
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r u n n i n g  in the mor n i ngs .  I only run in the evenings.  Besides,  
I 'm on my way to work."

"Nonet he l ess ,  go r u n n i n g  now," the voice insisted,  and as 
she t h o u g h t  a bou t  it, she real i zed it ma d e  no di f ference i f  she 
got  to her  office at t en that  mo r n i n g  ins tead o f  nine.  So, in o b e ­
di ence  to the voice,  she und r e s s ed  and got  into her  j o g g i n g  out ­
fit. After  she had run a mile and a hal f  in a nearby park,  she 
began feel ing qui te awkward;  she was not  enjoying it and she 
di dn ' t  even know why she was r u n n i n g  in the f i rst  place.  At  that  
po i n t  the voice spoke again.  "Close your  eyes," it c o m m a n d e d .

"That ' s  crazy," she c o un t e r e d .  "You do n ' t  close your  eyes 
when  you ' r e  runn i ng . "  Final ly again in ob e d i e n c e ,  she closed 
her  eyes. After  two st rides she o p e n e d  t h e m in panic.  But  she 
was still on the path.  The woods  ha dn ' t  moved and the sky ha dn ' t  
fallen. The  voice told her  to close her  eyes again.  Eventual ly,  
she was able to take up to twenty st rides wi th her  eyes closed,  
never  r u n n i n g  off the pa th  or into t rouble .  At  whi ch po i n t  the 
voice said, "That ' s  e n o u g h  for today.  You can go h o me  now."

As she f inished tel l ing me this story, my f r iend' s  eyes fi l led 
with tears.  "To think," she exc l a i med wi th joy,  "that  the Crea t or  
of  the whol e  universe would take the t ime out  to go r u n n i n g  
with me."

As my r u n n i n g  f r iend' s  e x p e r i e n c e  d e mo n s t r a t e s ,  the Holy 
Spirit  often speaks to us whe n  we least  expec t  it. But  She can be 
heard  and obeyed only wh e n  He r  voice falls u p o n  a soul that  is 
open  to He r  and p r e p a r e d  to listen. And  that  still does n ' t  make  
it all easy or s imple.  I also sugges t ed in The Road Less Traveled 
that  God can reveal  Her se l f  to us t h r o u g h  our  dr eams .  They are 
gifts f rom the unconsc i ous .  But  we may not  want  to b e c o me  
conscious  of  our  d r eams  or have mu c h  taste for d i sce rn i ng  rev­
elat ions.

I mysel f  had a d r e a m that  p roved to be a revelat ion.  It was 
a r o u n d  a t ime in my life when  I was j u s t  b e g i n n i n g  to l earn the 
real m e a n i n g  of  what  is involved in truly s u r r e n d e r i n g  to God.  
The Road Less Traveled had j u s t  been  accept ed  for publ i ca t i on  
and I felt I deserved a vacat ion,  but  I d i dn ' t  want  to sit on a 
beach somepl ace .  So I went  off for two weeks to a convent ,  my
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first "retreat ," s o me t h i n g  I knew woul d  be a totally di f ferent  ex­
per i ence .

I had a n u m b e r  of  a g e n d a  i tems for this ret reat ,  but  my 
largest  i t em was to dec i de  what  to do i f  by some dim chance  The 
Road Less Traveled b e c a me  a p o p u l a r  best-seller.  Should  I give up 
my privacy and go out  on the l ecture  circuit ,  or should I ret i re 
into the woods  like J. D. Sal inger  and get  an unl i s t ed p h o n e  
n u mb e r ?  I d i dn ' t  know whi ch way I want ed  to go. And  I d i dn ' t  
know whi ch way God wan t ed  me to go. The stakes s eemed  high,  
so at t he top of  my a g e n d a  was the hope  that  in the quietness  of  
the r e t r ea t  and the hol iness  of  the a t mo s p h e r e ,  I mi gh t  get  a 
revelat ion f rom God abou t  how to deal  wi th this d i l emma.  I re­
c o u n t e d  my e x pe r i e nc e  in Further Along the Road Less Traveled. 
The d r e a m — a l t h o u g h  initially obs c u r e  — was to give me a 
whole  new perspect ive on life.

I was an on l o o k e r  in a dist inct ly middle-class  home .  In 
this two-car family t here  was a seventeen-year -old boy 
who was the kind of  son every m o t h e r  and father  
would  love to have.  He was p r e s i den t  of  the senior  
class in high school ,  he was going to be val edi c tor i an 
at g r a dua t i on  t ime,  he was captain of  the high school  
footbal l  t eam,  he was good- l ooki ng,  he wor ked  hard 
after school  at a par t - t ime j o b ,  and i f  all that  wasn' t  
e n o u g h ,  he had a gi r l f r iend who was sweet  and de ­
mur e .  Moreover ,  the boy had his driver ' s  l icense,  and 
was an unusual ly  respons ibl e ,  ma t u r e  dr iver  for his 
age.  Only his fa ther  wo u l d n ' t  let him drive.  Ins tead,  
the fa ther  insisted on dr iving this boy whe r eve r  he had 
to go  — footbal l  pract i ce ,  j o b ,  dates,  p roms .  And  to add 
insul t  to injury, the fa ther  insisted that  the boy pay 
him five dol lars  a week out  of  his ha r d - e a r n e d  after­
school  ea rn i ngs  for the privi lege of  be i ng  dr iven 
a r ound ,  whi ch he was qui te capable  of  do i ng  himself.

I awoke f rom this d r e a m wi th a sense of  absolut e  fury and 
out r age  at what  an autocra t i c  creep the fa ther  was. I d i dn ' t
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know what  to make  of  the dream.  It d i dn ' t  seem to make  any 
sense at all. But  t hree  days after I had wr i t t en it down,  wh e n  I 
was r e r e a d i ng  what  I had wri t t en,  I not i ced that  I had capi t al ­
ized the "F" in "father." So I said to myself,  "You don ' t  h a p p e n  
to suppose  that  the father  in this d r e a m is God the Father ,  do 
you? And  i f  that ' s  the case,  you d o n ' t  suppose  that  I mi gh t  be 
that  seventeen-year -old boy?" And  t hen  I f inal ly real ized that  I 
had got t en  a revelat ion.  God was saying to me,  "Hey,  Scotty, you 

j us t  pay your  dues and leave the dr iving to me."
It is i n t eres t i ng that  I had always t h o u g h t  of  God as being 

the u l t imate  good guy. Yet in my d r e a m I had cast Hi m in the 
role of  autocra t i c ,  ove r cont r o l l i ng  villain,  or at least  I was re­
s pond i ng  to Hi m as such,  wi th fury and ou t r age  and hat red.  
The p r o b l e m,  of  course ,  was that  this wasn' t  t he revelat ion I had 
h o p e d  for. It wasn' t  what  I want ed  to hear.  I wan t ed  some little 
bit of  advice f rom God such as I mi gh t  get  f rom my lawyer or ac­
coun t an t ,  which I would  be free to accept  or reject.  I d i dn ' t  
want  a big revelat ion,  par t i cular ly not  one  in whi ch God said,  
"Leave the dr iving to me. "  Many years later  I am still t rying to 
live up to this revelat ion,  to a b a n d o n  mysel f  to God by l earn i ng  
the s u r r e n d e r  that  we l comes  His or He r  be i ng in the driver ' s  
seat of  my st i l l -adolescent  life.
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C H A P T E R  3

Learning and Growth

IF, AS I HAVE SAID OVER and again,  we are not  here to necessarily 
be happy,  fulfilled, or comf or t ab l e  all the t ime,  then what  are 
we here  for? Wha t  is the me a n i n g  of  life?

I bel ieve the reason we are here  is to learn,  which is to say, 
to evolve. By "evolve" I me a n  to progress .  W h e n  peop l e  learn,  
they are in a pos i t ion to pro­gress (move forward)  as o p pos e d  to 
re-gress (move backwar d) .  And I defy you in your  i mag i na t i on  
to cons t ruc t  a mor e  ideal  e n v i r o n m e n t  for h u m a n  l earni ng 
than this life. It is a life filled wi th vicissi tudes,  uncer t a inly,  and 
hard  lessons.  In our  g l oomi e r  mo me n t s ,  life may seem like 
some sort  of  a celest ial  boot  camp.  But  in Ben j ami n  Frankl in ' s  
words ,  quo t ed  in The Road Less Traveled, "Those things that  hur t ,  
inst ruct ." L e a r n i n g  is a process  i next r i cably i n t e rwoven with 
t h i nki ng  and consciousness .  And  like bo t h  t h i nk i ng  and con ­
sciousness,  the business  of  l ea r n i ng  is ne i t he r  s imple nor  e n ­
tirely s t ra ight forward.  It, too,  is filled wi th mystery.

My pr i mar y  ident i ty is that  of  a scientist ,  and we scientists 
are empir ici s t s ,  who bel ieve that  the best  rout e  to knowl edge  is 
t h r ough  exper i ence .  In o t he r  words ,  e xpe r i ence  is d e e m e d  the 
best way to learn,  a l t hough  it is clearly not  the only route.  So we 
scientists c o n d u c t  expe r i men t s ,  or cont ro l l ed  exper i ences ,  to 
gain new knowl edge  and find t ruth in the world.

By the same token,  I am a spiri tual  per son.  I know of  God 
not  only because  of  faith,  but  also on the basis o f  evidence ,
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namely  my e xpe r i ences  of  grace.  I gave exampl es  of  these ex­
pe r i ences  in The Road Less Traveled and In Search o f Stones. And  I 
have previously talked abou t  grace as mu c h  as possible in t erms 
of  statistical me t h o d s  of  proof.  One  of  the mos t  useful  ways to 
establ ish s o me t h i n g  scientifically is to apply what  are cal led the 
statistics of  improbabi l i ty.  Tha t  me a ns  that  the lower  the m a t h ­
emat ical ly calcul a t ed probabi l i ty,  the g rea t e r  the improbabi l i ty,  
and the safer we feel c o n c l u d i n g  that  an event  was not  the resul t  
o f  chance  alone.  Thus ,  we may conc l ude  that  s ome t h i ng  oc­
cur r ed  because  of  a signi f icant  r eason,  even i f  it may or may not  
be expla inable .

Tha t  is why I have c o mmo n l y  s poken  abou t  grace in t erms  
of  a "pat t ern of  highly i mp r o b a b l e  events wi th a beneficial  out ­
come. "  It is also why I have c o n c l u d e d  that  in such pa t t e rns  we 
can see the f i ngerpr i n t s  — i f  not  the actual  hand  — o f  God.  So I 
am very mu c h  like Carl  J u n g  who,  t oward the end of  his life, was 
int ervi ewed on f i lm.  The cl imax of  that  f i lm,  for me,  came at its 
conc l us i on  when  the interviewer  asked J ung ,  "Do you bel ieve in 
God?" J ung ,  who was abou t  eighty- three at the t ime,  puffed on 
his pipe and repl i ed,  i f  I r e m e m b e r  correct ly,  "Believe in God? 
We use the word "bel i eve" wh e n  we t h ink of  s o me t h i n g  as t rue 
but  for which we do not  yet have a substant ial  body of  evidence.  
No,  no,  I don ' t  bel ieve in God.  I know t her e  is a God."

THE ROLE OF THE SOUL

My asser t ion tha t  this wor ld is an ideal  e n v i r o n m e n t  for h u m a n  
l earn i ng  suggests the possibi l i ty that  it mi gh t  have been  con ­
st ructed by God for tha t  pu r pos e ,  whi ch i mmedi a t e l y  br ings us 
to a di scussion abou t  the no t i on  of  the soul. In People o f the Lie, 
I quot ed  Keats as refer r ing to this wor ld as "the vale of  soul -mak­
ing," which me a n s  we ' r e  he re  to l earn and be p r e pa r e d .  This 
bel i ef  is one that  Chr i st iani ty and o t her  rel igions have in c o m­
mon  with r e i nc a r na t i on  theory,  which suggests that  we ' r e  here  
to get  rid of  "bad karma"  and to l earn lessons that  are necessary
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so that  we can eventual ly make  the t rans i t i on beyond  this world 
of  rebi r th.

Given that  we ' r e  here  to cont inual ly  l earn on t h e  j o u r n e y  
of  life, it seems that  the u l t imate  goal  of  l ea rn i ng  is the pe r f ec ­
t ion of  our souls.  To p r opos e  the idea of  b e c o mi n g  pe r f ec t ed  is 
not  the same as saying that  we h u m a n s  can be perfect ,  or that  
we should try to be per fec t  in everything.  It only means  that  we 
are capable  o f  l earning,  chang i ng ,  and growing t h r o u g h o u t  the 
span of  our  ear thly life.

I c a n n o t  prove the exi s t ence of  the soul ,  any mor e  t han  I 
can prove the exi s t ence o f  God to a d i eha r d  secularist .  I can of­
fer many hints that  suggest  its exi s t ence,  and have done  so in all 
o f  my books.  But  that  doesn ' t  m e a n  that  everyone is open  to the 
same sort  of  evidence  that  i mpr es sed  J u n g  or led Keats to his 
conclus ion.  Thus  my latest  book,  on the subject  of  eut hanas i a ,  
is ent i t l ed Denial of the Soul. And  I woul d  not  have used the word 
"denial" unless I had the sense that  many  secularists are not  
only i gno r a n t  of  the evidence  of  the exi s t ence of  the soul but ,  
for one  reason or anot he r ,  are st rongly i m m u n e  or closed to it.

But  what  is the soul? On c e  again,  we find ourselves in­
volved wi th s o me t h i n g  that  is actual ly m u c h  larger  t han  we are,  
and t herefore  ca n n o t  be submi t t ed  to any single,  a de qua t e ,  or 
simplist ic def ini t ion.  Tha t  doesn ' t  mean ,  however ,  that  we can' t  
use an ope r a t i ng  def ini t ion,  i mper f ec t  t h o u g h  it mi gh t  be.  I be ­
lieve such a def ini t ion can at the very least  facil i tate our  p r o g ­
ress in l ooking at the equal ly myster ious  subject  of  l earning.

I def ine the soul as "a God-crea t ed ,  Go d - n u r t u r e d ,  un i que ,  
deve l opabl e ,  i mmor t a l  h u m a n  spirit." Each of  these modi f i ers  
is crucial ,  but  for the m o m e n t  let me focus u p o n  three.  I have 
al ready suggested that  this wor ld is such an ideal  e n v i r o n m e n t  
for h u m a n  l earn i ng  that  it has actual ly been  des i gned  for that  
pur pose .  No w I am saying that  we are crea t ed by God,  and fur­
ther  suggest  that  we are cr ea t ed  to learn.  By "God- nu r t u r ed"  I 
me a n  that  not  only did God create us f rom the m o m e n t  of  our  
c o n c e p t i o n  but  also that  God,  t h r o u g h  grace,  con t i nues  to n u r ­
ture us t h r o u g h o u t  our  lives. The r e  woul d  be no pur pos e  in
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He r  doi ng so unless  She wan t ed  s ome t h i ng  f rom us. Wh a t  does 
She want? She wants  us to l e a r n  — and most  o f  grace seems to be 
devoted to that  e n d .

The o t her  key word for the m o m e n t  is "developable . "  
The r e  woul d  be no po i n t  in God' s  want i ng  us to l earn unless  we 
could l earn,  unless we were capable  of  d eve l opmen t .  We are 
evolving crea tures ,  not  only as an ent i re  race but  as individuals.  
As physical  beings ,  we have bodies  that  stop deve l op i ng  and 
inevi tably decay. But  our  psychospi r i tual  d e v e l o p m e n t  can c on ­
t inue unti l  the m o m e n t  we die ( and,  I suspect ,  long,  l ong after­
ward) .  For  this psychospi r i tual  de v e l o p me n t ,  I will f requent ly 
use the word "growth," and growth is inext r icably d e p e n d e n t  
u p o n  l earning.

I have r epea t edl y  said that  we have a choice of  wh e t h e r  to 
grow or not ,  w h e t h e r  to l earn or not  to learn.  One  of  the great ­
est psychologis t s  of  this century,  A b r a h a m  Maslow,  co i ned  the 
t e r m "self-actual izat ion," by which he me a n t  h u m a n  beings '  ca­
paci ty to grow and evolve into h i g h e r  levels of  psychosocial  and 
spiri tual  f unc t i oni ng,  a u t onomy,  and per sona l  power.  Once  
peopl e  have achieved the me a ns  to mee t  basic needs  of  survival,  
they can move on to h i ghe r  levels of  awareness ,  Mas low sug­
gested.

Muc h  as I am i n de b t e d  to Maslow,  I take issue with the 
t e r m "self-actual izat ion." I do not  bel ieve tha t  we can actual ize 
ourselves any mor e  than  we can create ourselves.  I can no mor e  
create mysel f  than I can an iris or a n o t h e r  flower. Wh a t  I can do 
is s teward the f lower ga r den  that  God has made  it possible for 
us to enjoy. Wh a t  this means  is that  whi le we ca n n o t  create our  
own souls,  we can steward t h e m well or badly. In the choice we 
make  to grow, we can b e c o me  cocrea tor s  of  ourselves,  whereas  
whe ne ve r  we resist growth,  we are reject ing the role of  be ing 
cocrea t or  wi th God.

Ther e f or e ,  I bel ieve that  what  Maslow cal led self-actualiza­
t ion should be viewed ins tead as perceiving life as a series of  o p ­
por t uni t i es  for l ea r n i ng  and maki ng  choices ,  and opt i ng  to 
choose  growth mos t  of  the t ime.  Typically,  the ha rd  work of
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cocrea t i ng  (or  coactual i zing)  ourselves with God ' s  gu i dance  is 
an o n g o i n g  process  of  unfo l d i ng ,  de v e l o p me n t ,  and b l oomi ng .  
But  the del i bera t e  choice to l earn and grow is pr imar i ly one 
that  we make  or fail to make  as adul ts.  Dur i ng  our  c h i l dhood ,  
mos t  of  our  l ea r n i ng  is "passive." In o t he r  words ,  for the mos t  
par t  i t  j u s t  happens .

PASSIVE LEARNING

Scientists do not  fully u n d e r s t a n d  how we l earn,  any mo r e  t han 
they fully u n d e r s t a n d  t h i nki ng  or consciousness .  Back when  I 
was a psychology major  in col lege,  we had to study a very im­
p o r t a n t  (and for me,  s ome wha t  difficult) subject ,  l ea r n i ng  t h e ­
ory. At  that  t ime,  mos t  of  l ea r n i ng  theory had to do wi th the 
process  of  c ond i t i on i ng ,  which had been  r ecogni zed  and s tud­
ied by Pavlov with his e x p e r i me n t a l  dogs.  It was t h o u g h t  that  we 
l ea rned  pr imar i ly t h r o u g h  reward and p u n i s h m e n t ,  j u s t  as rats 
may be t augh t  to run a maze by e i t her  p u n i s h m e n t  (electric 
shocks)  or reward (food pel lets) .

It was f ur t her  a s s umed  that  the way ch i l dr en  l ea r ned  lan­
guage was t h r o u g h  this "behavior i s t " process  of  condi t i on i ng .  
But  t hen  the great  t h i nke r  A r t h u r  Koest ler ,  in his book  The 
Ghost in the Machine, totally d e mo l i s h e d  the behavior i s t  t heory 
of  how we l earn l anguage ,  asking dozens  of  ques t ions  a bou t  l an­
guage acqui s i t ion that  behavi or i sm in no way could answer.  
Koest l er  h i mse l f  ma d e  little a t t e mp t  to explain how we l earn 
l anguage ,  but  he did prove that  we know hardly anyt h i ng  about  
the subject .  To this day, how chi l dr en  l earn to speak thei r  l an­
guage r ema i ns  most ly a mystery.

One  fact we do know is that  one ' s  ability to learn is not  
necessar i ly fully d e p e n d e n t  on having all of  one ' s  f ive senses ac­
tive. He l e n  Keller,  for exampl e ,  was d e a f  and bl ind,  yet  l ea r ned  
not  only l anguage  but  also as t oni shi ng wisdom.  On the o t her  
hand ,  we have l ea r ned  that  depr i va t i on  of  sensory needs  can se­
verely i nt er fere  with a chi ld' s l earning.  Infants  raised wi t hou t
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meani ngf u l  h u m a n  cont ac t  or play in a G e r m a n  o r p h a n a g e  in 
the 1920s t augh t  us that  we need  a cer t a in f ounda t i on  of  sen­
sory re la t ions  with other s  ( t h r ough  t ouch  we feel c o n n e c t e d ,  
for e xampl e )  to thrive physical ly or achieve any ment a l  growth 
whatsoever .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  t here  are critical per iods  in chi l ­
dr en ' s  de v e l o p me n t ,  wh e n  depr i va t i on  or negl ec t  o f  some areas 
of  need  can l imit  thei r  a d v a n c e m e n t  i f  no a p p r o p r i a t e  i nt er ­
vent i on takes place.  That ' s  why He a d  Start  p r o g r a ms  work so 
well.  As par t  of  ch i l dr en ' s  early l ea rni ng,  such p r o g r a ms  p r o ­
vide cons i s t ent  s t imula t ion to help develop the social and m e n ­
tal c o m p e t e n c e  of  chi ldren.

But  like the l ea r n i ng  of  l anguage ,  mos t  l ea r n i ng  in chi ld­
ho o d  seems to be a fairly passive affair. For  ins t ance ,  even be ­
fore ch i l d r en  l earn l anguage ,  they l earn what  psychologis t s  call 
thei r  ego bounda r i e s .  The r e  is r eason to bel ieve that  the new­
bor n  infant  ca n n o t  di s t ingui sh hi mse l f  f rom the world.  But  
somehow,  du r i ng  the first nine m o n t h s  of  life, the chi ld learns 
that  his arm is his and that  it is di f ferent  f rom Mommy ' s  arm,  
and his f inger s  are d i s t i ngui shable  f rom Daddy' s  f i ngers .  He 
l earns  that  when  he has a s t oma c ha c he ,  that  does n ' t  me a n  the 
whole  wor ld mus t  have a s t o ma c h a c h e ,  too.  Such l earn i ng  does 
not  seem to be a ma t t e r  of  choice ,  whi ch is why I call it passive.

But  t he re  may be a good deal  of  activity involved as the in­
fant  tries out  its arms  and f ingers.  In a very real sense,  this l ea rn­
ing of  ego boundar i es  is a d e ve l opme n t  of  consciousness ,  because 
it is by the age of  abou t  nine mo n t h s  that  we see the first  evi­
dence  of  sel f -consciousness.  Up unt i l  t ha t  t ime,  when  a s t ranger  
comes  into the r oom,  the infant  will lie in its crib peaceful ly ex­
pl or i ng its ego b o u n d a r i e s  as i f  n o t h i n g  had h a p p e n e d .  But  
suddenly,  a r o u n d  nine  m o n t h s  of  age,  wh e n  a s t r anger  comes  
into its r oom,  the chi ld will start sc r eami ng  in t e r r or  or o t h e r ­
wise b e c o me  agi tated.  It has deve l oped  what  psychologis t s  call 
s t r anger  anxiety.  Why? We can deduc e  f rom this that  the chi ld 
has now b e c o me  aware of  itself as a separate entity,  one that  is t er ­
ribly small ,  relat ively helpless,  and ext r emel y  vulnerable .  Fr om 
this d e mo n s t r a t i o n  of  the t e r ror  of  vulnerabi l i ty,  we can de ­
duce  that  the chi ld has deve l oped  the fi rst  r u d i me n t s  of  self­
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consciousness .  One ' s  awareness  of  self is a c c o m p a n i e d  by a 
sense of  real i ty that  allows us to perceive ourselves as separa t e  
and di f ferent  f rom others.

The passive l ea rn i ng  of  l anguage  and ego b o u n d a r i e s  
seems to be a painless  sort  of  affair. This does not  me a n  that  all 
passive l ea rn i ng  is so painless.  Pe r haps  no t ime is mor e  painful  
in the life of  a young  h u m a n  be i ng than the ter r ible twos. By 
the t ime a chi ld compl e t es  its second year,  he has l ea r ned  his 
ego b o u n d a r i e s  very well.  But  he has not  yet  l ea rned  the b o u n d ­
aries of  his power.  Consequent l y ,  the chi ld assumes that  this is 
the best  of  all possible wor lds  and that  he has all the power.  
Thus ,  you will see a c h i l d  j u s t  shor t  of  two bossing a r o u n d  his 
parent s ,  his sibl ings,  and the family dog and cat as i f  they were 
all little mi n i ons  in his own pr ivate royal army.  But  t he n  what  
ha p p e n s ,  now that  he is able to walk and t h r ow things  and pull 
the books  off the shelves,  is that  his m o t h e r  and father  will say, 
"No. No.  No,  you can' t  do that ,  Johnny.  No.  No,  you can ' t  do 
that  ei ther.  No,  you ' r e  not  the boss.  No.  No.  We love you very 
much.  You' re  very i mpor t an t .  But  no,  you ' r e  not  the boss.  
M o m m y  and Daddy  are the bosses.  No.  No.  No."

Wh a t  essent ial ly h a p p e n s  is that  in the course  of  no mor e  
than twelve mo n t h s  or so the chi ld is psychological ly d e mo t e d  
from a four-star  genera l  to a private.  No w o n d e r  it is a t ime of 
depr es s i on  and t e m p e r  t ant rums!  Yet painful  t h o u g h  the ter r i ­
ble twos are,  they are a very i mp o r t a n t  pe r i od  of  l earning.  And 
i f  the chi ld is not  b u r d e n e d  wi th an excess of  humi l i a t i on  by the 
end of  his thi rd year,  he will have t aken his f i rst  giant  step out  of  
"infanti le narcissism." It is a t ime that  has laid the ent i r e  f oun­
dat i on for what  Er ich F r o m m  cal led social izat ion,  which he d e ­
fined it as the process  of  " l earning to like to do what  you have 
to do."

As c h i l d h o o d  cont i nues ,  the chi ld may work in cer t a in ways 
at l ea rning,  but  general ly only because  of  out s ide  pressure  in 
the form of  h o m e w o r k  ass i gnment s ,  tests,  grades ,  and e xpec t a ­
t ions at h ome .  Ot herwi se ,  mos t  of  a chi ld' s l ea r n i ng  con t i nues  
to be passive.  An e xa mpl e  of  this is Jenny,  my eight -year-old 
he r o i ne  in The Friendly Snowflake. She lives in a heal thy family,
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and her  left and r ight  brains opera t e  in sync; one can see her  
l ea rn i ng  like crazy. But  she is not  wor ki ng  at it. She is not  de l ib­
erately i n t e r p r e t i ng  things.  She i s  j u s t  doi ng what  comes  na t u ­
rally, t h i nk i ng  away a mi le a mi nut e .

Pe r haps  the mos t  i mp o r t a n t  l ea rn i ng  of  c h i l d h o o d  is that  
which comes  f rom our  role model s .  In an intact  family, the pr i ­
mary role mode l s  will automat ical ly be the parent s .  The chi ld 
has a natura l  t e n d e n c y  to assume that  the way pa ren t s  do things 
is the way they should be done .  This is par t icular ly t rue in the 
mat t e r  of  self-discipl ine.  I f  the chi ld sees her  parent s  behavi ng 
with self-discipl ine,  she will be likely at an early age to simply, 
unconsc i ous l y  choose  to b e c o me  self-discipl ined herself.  On 
the o t he r  hand ,  i f  the m o t h e r  and father  behave wi th a lack of  
self-discipl ine,  the chi ld will t h ink that  this is the way to behave 
and will likely fail to l earn to develop signif icant  self-discipl ine.  
Tha t  is par t i cular ly the case i f  he or she has "Do as I say, not  as 
I do" parent s .  A l t h o u g h  it is passive,  l ea r n i ng  dur i ng  ch i l dhood  
is ex t r emel y  i mpor t an t .  It is also the t ime when,  i f  we are for tu­
nate,  we will begin to gain emot i ona l  as well as intel lectual  in­
tel l igence.

Many have steadfast ly b o u g h t  into the no t i on  that  intel l i ­
gence  can only be gauged  by numer i ca l  measures .  Tha t  is per ­
haps t rue of  analyt ical  inte l l igence.  But  as a result ,  o t her  aspects 
of  i nte l l igence have t e n d e d  to be over l ooked  or downpl ayed ,  
par t icular ly those involving i n t angibl e  factors such as self­
awareness ,  empat hy,  and social consciousness .  The r e  is now 
growing deba t e  over  the l ong- s t andi ng  tests used to d e t e r mi n e  
the so-called int e l l i gence  quot i ent .  A l t h o u g h  IQ tests are h e l p ­
ful and have posi t ive aspects,  they also have l imi tat ions.  One  
p r o b l e m is thei r  t e n d e n c y  to be cul tural ly biased,  whi ch has re­
sul ted in many s t udent s  be i ng academical ly  mis l abel ed and has 
led to the mi sappl i ca t i on  o f  some s t andar d i zed  tests.

Thus ,  I f ind qui te p r omi s i ng  some new research suggest ing 
that  how s o me o n e  ha nd l e s  emot i ons  is as a c cu r a t e  — and im­
p o r t a n t  — an indi ca t i on  of  h u m a n  int e l l i gence  as intel lectual  
skills. The skills that  make  up e mot i ona l  i nt e l l i gence  are c o m­
plex and mul t i faceted.  One  e xa mpl e  of  e mo t i ona l  inte l l i gence
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ci ted in this r esearch is the ability to delay grat i f icat ion,  which I 
mysel f  wrote  about  in The Road Less Traveled. The r e  I descr ibed 
it as a process  of  s chedul i ng  the pain and pleasure  of  life in 
such a way as to e n h a n c e  the pl easure  by me e t i ng  and exper i ­
enc i ng the pain f i rst  and get t ing it over with.

Time magaz i ne  devoted a lengthy art icle to this mos t  r ecent  
r esearch.  No t  surprisingly,  the r esearch also found that  a cor ­
ne r s t one  of  e mot i ona l  i nte l l igence,  on which most  o t he r  e m o ­
t ional  skills d e p e n d ,  is a sense of  self-awareness.  For  exampl e ,  in 
re l a t ion to self-awareness,  psychologist s  refer  to the i mp o r t a n c e  
of  " me t a mood , "  or the ability to pull  back and r ecogni ze  what  
one is f e e l i n g  — whe t he r  the e mo t i o n  is anger ,  shame,  or sor­
r ow — before  t aking act ion.  This is equi va l ent  to what  I de ­
scr ibed in the previous  c hap t e r  as having an observing and 
t r a n s c e n d e n t  ego.  Onc e  an emot i ona l  r e sponse  comes  into 
awareness ,  the chances  of  h a n d l i n g  it appr opr i a t e l y  i mpr ove  i f  
one is emot i ona l l y  astute.  The sel f-awareness that  a c c o mp a n i e s  
such int el l igence is mos t  crucial  of  all, because  it is the very 
th ing that  al lows us to exerci se mor e  self-control .

The i mp e d i m e n t s  to deve l op i ng  e mot i ona l  i nte l l igence 
are formi dabl e  in a cul ture  that  emphas i zes  left-brain ( intel l ec­
tual) over  r ight -brain ( intui t ive)  r easoning.  It is no w o n d e r  that  
we f ind the beg i nn i ngs  of  e mot i ona l  n u mb n e s s  in c h i l dhood ,  
when  ch i l d r en  l earn to repress  feel ings or shut  off completely.  
Adul t s  who are u n c o mf o r t a b l e  wi th e mot i ons  may constant ly 
cri t icize ch i l dr en  abou t  feel ings or scold t hem to "not  feel that  
way," resul t ing in the r epress i on  of  emo t i ona l  awareness .

An inabi l i ty to hand l e  f rust rat ion or r ecogni ze  dist ressing 
feel ings has led many ch i l dr en  on the pa th  of  dest ruct ive be ­
h a v i o r  — i nc l udi ng  eat ing d i sorder s  and bul lying or o t her  ant i ­
social b e h a v i o r  — because  they l acked gu i dance  f rom ma t u r e  
adul t s  abou t  ma n a g i n g  thei r  emot i ons .  I bel ieve it woul d  be 
mo r e  helpful  i f  t eacher s  and pa ren t s  began  t each i ng  ch i l dr en  
that  it is okay to feel how they feel. (This does not  me a n  chi l ­
dr en  can — or should — act  on everything they t h ink and feel.)

Vital t h o u g h  the passive l ea rn i ng  of  c h i l d h o o d  i s  — both 
emot i ona l l y  and i n t e l l ec t ua l l y  — the active l ea r n i ng  of  adult-
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hood,  i f  it occurs  at all, is ul t imately even mor e  impor t an t .  
A m o n g  some psychologist s ,  t here  has been  a t ende nc y  to think 
that  by adol escence  "the d a ma g e  has been  done"  and that ,  for 
be t t er  or for ill, the personal i ty is set. Whi l e  this is qui te fre­
quent ly t he case,  it is not  necessar i ly so. And,  i f  we have the will, 
it is in the last 75 p e r c e n t  of  our  lives that  we can make  the 
greates t  changes  and leaps of  growth.  A m o n g  o t he r  things it is 
possible that ,  as J o n a t h a n  Swift said, "the lat ter  par t  of  a man ' s  
life is t aken up in cur i ng  all of  the follies, pre judices  and false 
op i n i ons  he has c on t r ac t ed  in the f o r mer  part . " The active 
l ea r n i ng  of  a d u l t h o o d  is not  only possible but  infini tely desi r­
able.

GROWTH AND WILL

In some ways we u n d e r s t a n d  mu c h  mor e  clearly how peopl e  
can learn in a d u l t h o o d  by active,  del ibera t e  choice.  Wha t  we do 
not  u n d e r s t a n d  is why. We are now conf r on t ed  wi th the ext ra­
o r d i na r y  mystery of  the h u m a n  will.

As I have wri t t en,  cer t ain peop l e  (for ins tance,  all the 
m e m b e r s  o f  my i mme d i a t e  family) seem to have been  bo r n  with 
a s t rong will whi le o ther s  seem to be relat ively weak-wil led.  The 
subject ,  however ,  has never  been  s tudied scientifically. We do 
not  actual ly know w h e t h e r  t here  are di f ferences in the s t r ength 
of  will or wh e t h e r  they are genet i c  or to what  ex t en t  they are d e ­
veloped or l earned.  It is an ext r emel y  myster ious  ma t t e r  and 
r epresent s  a wi de- open  f ront i er  for psychological  r esearch.

In any case,  I bel ieve that  a s t rong will is one of  the two 
greatest  blessings that  can be bes towed u p o n  a h u m a n  being.  I 
bel ieve this not  because  a s t rong will necessar i ly gua r a n t e e s  suc­
cess — it may backfi re and create a Hit ler,  for e x a mp l e  — but  b e ­
cause a weak will pret ty mu c h  gua r an t ee s  fai lure.  For  ins tance,  
it is st rong-wi l led p e o p l e  — t hose  wi th the myster ious  will to 
g r o w — who do well in p s ycho t he r apy  no mat t e r  what  thei r  
ch i l dhood  or b a c k g r o u n d  was like, no mat t e r  what  the odds.
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On the o t he r  hand ,  o t he r  peop l e  who seem to lack this myste­
rious will to grow may possess all m a n n e r  of  asset s  — great  ideas 
and t a l e n t s  — and yet  sit on thei r  duffs,  get t ing noplace .  Still, as 
I cont inual ly  po i n t  out ,  all blessings are potent i a l  curses,  and 
one downs i de  of  a s t rong will is a bad t emper .  It is st rong-wi l led 
peopl e  who wrap golf  clubs a r o u n d  t rees because  that  d a mn  lit­
tle ball won ' t  go whe r e  they want it to go. St rong-wi l led peopl e  
have a lot of  l ea r n i ng  to do to effectively ma n a g e  thei r  anger.

In Further Along the Road Less Traveled, I wrote  that  I used to 
expla in to my pat i ent s  that  having a weak will is like having a lit­
tle donkey  in your  backyard.  It can ' t  hur t  you very much;  about  
the worst  it can do is c h o m p  on your  tulips.  But  it can ' t  help you 
that  mu c h  ei ther ,  and you could end up wi th a life of  regret s  for 
not  doi ng things you t h o u g h t  you shoul d  do.  Havi ng  a s t rong 
will, on the o t he r  hand ,  is like having a dozen  Clydesdales  in 
your  backyard.  Those  horses  are massive and ext r emely  s t rong,  
and i f  they are not  proper ly t r a ined,  di scipl ined,  and har ­
nessed,  they will knock  your  house  down.  On the o t he r  hand ,  i f  
they are proper l y  t r a ined,  di scipl ined,  and ha r nes sed ,  t hen  with 
t hem you can literally move moun t a i n s .  Thus  the di s t inct ion 
be t ween  the ha r nes s ed  and u n h a r n e s s e d  will is i mpor t an t .  But  
to what  is the will to be ha r nessed?  Your  will c a n n o t  be ha r ­
nessed simply to yourself.  It has to be ha r nes s ed  to a power  
h i gher  t han  yourself.

In his book  Will and Spirit, the first c ha p t e r  of  which is en­
t i t led "Wil l ingness and Wil l fulness," Gera ld May wri tes tha t  will­
fulness charact er i zes  the u n h a r n e s s e d  h u m a n  will, whereas  
wi l l ingness ident i f ies the s t rong will of  a p e r son  who is wil l ing to 
go whe r e  he or she is cal led or led by a h i ghe r  power.  F u r t h e r ­
mor e ,  given the re l a t i onshi p  be t ween  wi l l ingness  and a h i gher  
power,  it is no c o i nc i dence  that  I wrote  in The Road Less Traveled 
that  the will to grow is in essence the same p h e n o m e n o n  as 
love. I def ined love as the will to ex t end  onese l f  for one ' s  own 
spiri tual  growth or anot he r ' s .  Genu i ne l y  loving peopl e  are,  by 
def ini t ion,  growing peopl e .  I have s poken  abou t  how the ca­
pacity to love is n u r t u r e d  in one by loving parent s ,  but  I have
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also no t ed  that  parent a l  n u r t u r i n g  alone  fails to accoun t  for the 
exi s t ence of  this capaci ty in all peopl e .  Thus ,  I have come to be ­
lieve that  peopl e ' s  capaci ty to love, hence  thei r  will to grow,  is 
n u r t u r e d  not  only dur i ng  c h i l d h o o d  by loving pa ren t s  but  also 
t h r o u g h o u t  thei r  lives by grace,  or God' s  love.

Yet we are left wi th the ques t i on  of  why only some peop l e  
con t i nue  to show a will to grow t h r o u g h o u t  life, whi le many 
shun not  only growth but  the responsibi l i ty that  comes  with 
l earning.  Myster ious  t h o u g h  it is, the choice to actively l earn as 
an adul t  and devote  one ' s  will consciously to growth and l ea rn­
ing is the mos t  crucial  deci s ion one ever makes  in life. But  whe n  
is this choice made?  Again,  the issue has not  been  scientifically 
s tudied the way it should be. As I have suggested,  t here  is no ev­
i dence  that  the choice is ma d e  in ch i l dhood .  But  it can be ma de  
as early as mi d-adol escence .  I have received let ters f rom peop l e  
as young  as f i f t een and s ixteen in r esponse  to my books  who 
clearly have al ready ma d e  that  choice.

My daugh t e r s  had made  the deci s ion by the t ime they en­
t ered col lege and chose to major  in the hard sciences and 
ma t hema t i c s ,  even t h o u g h  they found those subjects qui te dif­
ficult .  Agon i z i ng  over  thei r  difficulty, I asked t h e m why they 
di dn ' t  major  in the humani t i e s ,  subjects at which they were 
good and to which they t ook like ducks to water.  Both an­
swered,  "But,  Dad,  what ' s  the po i n t  o f  ma j or i ng  in some t h i ng  
that ' s  easy for you?" It is clear  to me that  they were,  in some ways 
at least,  mor e  advanced  in thei r  will to l earn t han  I was at thei r  
same age.

But  whi le the choice to be a l ea rner  may be made  as early 
as adol escence ,  this does not  necessar i ly me a n  that  it is made  
then.  I have known peop l e  whose  critical m o m e n t s  of  mak i ng  
that  choice s eemed  to c ome  in thei r  thir t ies,  forties,  f i f t i es ,  or 
sixties, or even in the m o n t h  or two p r e c e d i n g  thei r  death.  I 
also don ' t  me a n  to imply that  it is a single choice.  Some seem to 
make  the choice but  do so only hal fhear t edly and not  be re­
markably active l earner s  for the rest  of  thei r  lives. Ot he r s  who 
make  the choice in midl i fe may b e c o me  the mos t  fervent  of  
learners .  Somet i mes  it comes  du r i ng  per i ods  of  t aking stock,  as
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in a midl i fe crisis. In mos t  cases,  as far as I can discern,  the 
choice is ma d e  repeatedly.  The deci s ion t hen  b e c o me s  s t ronger  
and s t ronger  as it is r e ma d e  and r emade .  Cer tainly that  has 
been  my own pat t ern.  I c a n n o t  r e m e m b e r  any one par t i cul ar  
m o m e n t  whe n  I f i rst  chose to b e c o me  an active learner ,  but  I 
can recall  many m o m e n t s  wh e n  I chose to c e me n t  that  choice.

My own per sona l  style has been,  for mos t  of  my life, l ea rn­
ing from expe r i ence ,  and par t i cular ly t h r o u g h  the c o n t e mp l a ­
t ion of  my own life exper i ences .  That ' s  why I descr ibe the 
cont empl a t i ve  as s o me o n e  who takes a little bit of  expe r i e nc e  
and milks it for all it's wor th.  It's not  simply a ma t t e r  of  how 
mu c h  e x p e r i e n c e  you have in life but  what  you do with it. We all 
know peop l e  who have a c compl i s hed  many tasks,  or done  this 
and that  which seem to a m o u n t  to a broad  range of  expe r i ­
ences,  but  who seem as naive or confused as ever. Jus t  going 
a r o u n d  having di f ferent  e xpe r i ences  is wor thl ess  i f  one does 
not  l earn s o me t h i n g  abou t  onese l f  and the rest  o f  the wor ld 
f rom those  exper i ences .  That ' s  why it's i mp o r t a n t  to be alert  
not  only to ext ernal  but  to i nternal  e xpe r i ences  t ha t  serve our  
spiri tual  growth.  Thus  a large par t  of  the wi l l ingness  to l earn 
mus t  i nc l ude  l earn i ng  by l ooki ng wi thin.  Specific to the po i n t  is 
a quote  f rom the p h i l o s o p h e r  S ören Ki erkegaard ,  who said: "A 
man may pe r f o r m as t oni shi ng feats and c o m p r e h e n d  a vast 
a m o u n t  o f  knowl edge ,  and yet have no u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of  h i m­
self. But  suffering di rects a ma n  to look wi thin.  I f  it succeeds,  
then t here ,  wi thin him,  is the b e g i n n i n g  of  his l earning. "

Ul t imately,  s o me o n e  whose  will has b e c o me  devot ed to 
l ea rn i ng  and growth is s o me o n e  whose  will is clearly in al ign­
me n t  with God' s  purpose .  Tha t  does  not  mean ,  however ,  that  
such a pe r son  is conscious  of  this fact, or that  he sees h i mse l f  as 
be ing "in h a r mo n y  wi th an u n s e e n  o r de r  of  things. " He may 
cons i de r  h i mse l f  to be agnost ic.  Yet even many who do not  
identify God as thei r  h i gher  power  may show a wi l l ingness to 
submi t  t hemselves  to s ome t h i ng  they cons i de r  grea t e r  than 
t h e ms e l v e s  — perhaps  the ideals of  love,  l ight,  and t ruth.  In the 
end,  of  course ,  all t hese qual i t ies have s o me t h i n g  to do with 
God.  None t he l e s s ,  it is my i mpr es s i on  that  as such peop l e  con-



108

t i nue over  the years and decades  to devote  thei r  will to l ea rni ng 
and growth,  they almost  inevi tably will fall into the ha nds  of  the 
living God,  and thei r  soul will be in a pe r sona l  r e l a t i onshi p  wi th 
its c rea t or  and nur t ure r .

OUT OF NARCISSISM

We have all hea r d  abou t  peopl e  so sel f -centered that  they wo n ­
der  how the wor ld woul d  m a n a g e  to survive wi t hou t  t hem.  For  
others ,  narci ss i sm may not  run that  deep.  But  for each of  us one 
of  the mos t  di f f i cul t  — and mos t  i m p o r t a n t  — t h i ngs  to l earn and 
come to t erms  wi th is that  the wor ld does not  simply revolve 
a r o u n d  any one of  us.

I have previously spoken  of  narci ssi sm as a t h i nk i ng  disor­
der. In In Search o f  Stones, I wrote  that  the pr i mary reason Lily 
and I have unl i s t ed p h o n e  n u m b e r s  and o t her  e l abora t e  secu­
rity devices is to pr o t ec t  us f rom the narcissists of  the world.  Be­
fore we acqu i r ed  these pro t ec t i ons  a dozen  years ago,  it was 
b e c o m i n g  increasingly c o m m o n  for the p h o n e  to r ing at 2:00 
A.M. The cal ler  woul d  be a s t r anger  wan t i ng  to discuss wi th me 
some fine point  of  what  I had wri t ten.  "But  it's two o' clock in 
the mo r n i n g , "  I would protest .  "Well,  it's only eleven out  he re  in 
Cal i fornia, " the voice at the o t he r  end of  the line would  ex­
plain,  "and besides,  the rates are c he a p e r  now."

Narcissists c a n n o t  or will not  t h ink abou t  o t he r  peopl e .  I 
bel ieve that  we are all bo r n  narcissists.  Hea l t hy peop l e  grow out  
of  t hei r  na tura l  narci ssi sm,  a growth that  can be a c compl i s hed  
only as they b e c o me  mor e  conscious  and l earn to cons i de r  o t h ­
ers,  and th i nk  abou t  t h e m mor e .  This l ea r n i ng  bui lds  on itself 
because  the mor e  we learn,  the mor e  conscious  we become .

I have al ready sugges t ed that  the ter r ible twos are a t ime 
when  ch i l dr en  take thei r  first giant  step out  of  infant i le narc i s ­
sism. We do not  know what  causes peop l e  to fail to grow out  of  
narci ssi sm,  but  I have s t rong reasons  to suspect  that  the fai lure 
begins  in this vul ne rab l e  pe r i od  of  life, the ter r ible twos,  which 
is an inevi tably humi l i a t i ng  t ime.  It is the task of  pa ren t s  to be
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gent l e wi th a chi ld in that  humi l i a t i on  as mu c h  as realistically 
possible.  Not  all pa ren t s  do this,  however .  The r e  are parent s  
who,  dur i ng  the ter r ible twos and t h r o u g h o u t  a ch i l dhood ,  will 
do everything that  they can to humi l i a t e  thei r  ch i l dr en  beyond 
what  is necessary for t h e m to b e c o me  h umbl e .  I have an inkl ing 
that  the fai lure to grow out  of  narci ssi sm may be root ed  in such 
excessive humi l i a t i on .

I suspect  that  ch i l d r en  who have been  so deeply h umi l i ­
ated t end to begin c l inging despera t e ly to a sel f -centered wor l d­
view. One  reason for this is that  they may li terally feel as if 
they' re  ho l d i ng  on to dear  life. Narci ss i sm is the only t h ing that  
provides  a sense of  securi ty in an o therwi se  t u mu l t u o u s  per iod.  
Since they have been  s ha me d  in such a way that  t he i r  egos be ­
come incredibly fragile,  they begi n  to equa t e  t hei r  very survival 
with viewing life t h r o u g h  a narcissist ic f rame of  reference.

Whi l e  it is du r i ng  the terr ible twos that  we take our  first gi­
ant  step out  of  infant i le narci ssi sm,  that  does n ' t  suggest  by any 
means  that  it is the only or the final step.  I nde e d ,  a f lare-up of  
narci ssi sm can c o mmo n l y  be seen in a d o l e s c e n c e  — for  e x a m­
ple,  wh e n  the a do l e s cen t  never  even stops to t h ink tha t  any 
o t her  m e m b e r  of  the family mi gh t  possibly need  the car. 
None t he l e s s ,  it may also be in ado l e scence  that  we take our  
next  giant  step.  I r e c o u n t  an e xampl e  in A World Waiting to Be 
Born of  a t u r n i n g  po i n t  in my own life du r i ng  early adol escence .

One  mo r n i n g ,  at the age of  f i f teen,  I was walking down a 
road at my b o a r d i n g  school  and spied a cl assmate fi f ty yards 
away. He was st rol l ing toward me,  and when  we came abreast ,  
we spoke to each o t he r  for f ive mi nu t e s  and t hen  went  our  sep­
arate ways. Fifty yards far ther  down the road,  by God ' s  grace,  I 
was st ruck by a revelat ion.  I suddenly  real ized that  for the ent i re  
t en- mi nut e  pe r i od  f rom when  I had f i rst  seen my a c q u a i n t a n ce  
until  t hat  very m o m e n t ,  I had been  total ly sel f -preoccupied.  For 
the two or t h r ee  mi nu t e s  before  we met ,  all I was t h i nk i ng  about  
was the clever things I mi gh t  say that  would  impress  him.  Du r ­
ing our  five mi nut es  together ,  I was l i s t ening to wha t  he had to 
say only so that  I mi ght  t urn it into a clever rejoinder .  I wa t ched  
him only so that  I mi ght  see what  effect my r emar ks  were having
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u p o n  him.  And  for the two or t hree  mi nu t e s  after we separa t ed,  
my sole t h o u g h t  was of  those things I could have said that  mi ght  
have impr es sed  him even more.

I had not  cared a whi t  for my classmate.  I had not  con ­
ce r ned  mysel f  wi th what  his joys or sorrows mi gh t  have been  or 
what  I could have said that  mi gh t  have made  his life a little less 
b u r d e n s o m e .  I had cared abou t  h i m only as a foil for my wit and 
a mi r r o r  for my glory. By the grace of  God,  it was not  only re­
vealed to me how sel f -centered and sel f-absorbed I was,  but  also 
how, i f  I c o n t i n u e d  with that  kind of  consciousness ,  it would  in­
evitably lead me into a fearful ,  empt y  and lonely "maturi ty." So 
at the age of  fifteen I began  to do bat t le with my narcissism.

But  that  was j u s t  the beg i nn i ng .  Given the t enac i ousnes s  of  
our  narci ssi sm,  its t entacles  can be subt le and pene t r a t i ng .  We 
mus t  con t i nue  to hack away at t h e m day by day, week after 
week,  m o n t h  after m o n t h ,  and year  after year. And  t here  are all 
m a n n e r  of  pitfalls on the j ou r ney ,  such as be i ng p r o u d  of  how 
h u mb l e  you have b ecome .  As I've grown in consciousness ,  na t ­
ural ly I 'm l ea rn i ng  to be less narcissist ic and mor e  e mp a t h e t i c  
toward o t he r  people .  But  in l ooking back,  one of  my regret s  is 
how u n e m p a t h e t i c  I was with my own paren t s  as they were ag­
ing. It  t ook my own per sonal  s t ruggles with the aging process  to 
be t t er  u n d e r s t a n d  what  my own paren t s  mus t  have e n d u r e d ,  
and now I feel a grea t e r  sense of  kinship wi th t h e m t han  ever 
before.

Le a r n i n g  my way out  of  narci ssi sm has been  the single 
greatest  t h e me  of  my life and,  again l ooki ng back,  mar r i age  has 
been  my great es t  t eacher .  In A World Waiting to Be Born, I wrote 
that  because  of  my own narci ssi sm early in our  r e l a t i onshi p ,  it 
began  to dawn on me only after two years of  mar r i age  that  Lily 
mi ght  be s o me t h i n g  mor e  than my a p p e n d a g e ,  s o me t h i ng  
more  than  my "it." It was the frict ion in our  r e l a t i onshi p  that  
o p e n e d  my eyes. I f ound mysel f  r epea t ed l y  a n noye d  at her  for 
be ing away f rom h o me ,  s hopp i ng ,  at t imes when  I n e e d e d  her  
and equal ly a n noye d  at her  for "pes ter ing" me at h o me  wh e n  I 
felt in need  of  sol i tude.  Gradual ly  I began  to real ize that  mos t
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of  my i r r i t at ion was the resul t  of  a bizarre a s s umpt i on  in my 
mind.  I a s s umed  that  Lily should s o me h o w be the re  for me 
wh e n e v e r  I want ed  her,  and not  be t here  wh e n e v e r  her  pr es ­
ence was inconveni en t .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  I a s sumed that  she 
should s o me h o w not  only know whi ch t ime was whi ch but  also 
know it wi t hout  my having to tell her. It was pe r haps  a n o t h e r  
decade  before I was able to fully cure mysel f  of  that  par t i cul ar  
insanity.

But  that  was only the begi nni ng .  One  of  the reasons  my 
mar r i age  to Lily has survived is that  we both ,  in our  own way, are 
deeply cons i de r a t e  people .  At  f i rst ,  however ,  our  cons i de r a t i on  
was r a t he r  pr imi t ive and had mor e  to do wi th our  self-image 
than  anyt h i ng  else. We want ed  to t h ink of  ourselves as good 
peopl e ,  so we t r ied to be good.  Be i ng good me a n t  be i ng con ­
siderate,  and we knew the great  rule of  goodness  or cons i de r a ­
t ion was "Do unt o  others  as you would have t h e m do unto  you." 
So we t r ied very ha rd  to t reat  each o t he r  the way we want ed  to 
be t reated.  Only it d i dn ' t  work out  very well because  the reali ty 
is tha t  Lily and I, like many couples ,  e n t e r e d  mar r i age  as rela­
tively mi ld narcissists.  We were not  like the 2:00 A.M. p h o n e  
callers.  We were exquisi tely p o l i t e  — but  not  yet  wise,  because  we 
were ope r a t i ng  u n d e r  the narcissist ic a s s umpt i on  that  the o t he r  
was j u s t  like us or else mi sguided.

Wh a t  we eventual ly l ea r ned  was that  the Go l de n  Rule is 
j u s t  the begi nni ng .  To grow, we had to l earn to r ecogni ze  and 
respect  the otherness of  each other.  I nde e d ,  this is the advanced  
course o f  mar r i age ,  which teaches:  Do unt o  o ther s  as you would 
have t hem do unt o  you i f  you were in thei r  par t icular ,  un i que ,  
and di f ferent  shoes.  It is not  easy l earning.  After  mor e  t han six 
decades  of  living, Lily and I are still l ea rn i ng  it and s omet i mes  
feel like begi nner s .  We are l ea r n i ng  that  our  di f ferences create 
the spice of  our  mar r i age  as well as the wisdom of  it. The ex­
press ion "Two heads  are be t t er  than one"  would be m e a n i n g ­
less i f  both  heads  were exact ly the same.  Because  Lily's and my 
heads  are so di fferent ,  when  we put  t hem t o g e t h e r  — as we've 
done  in chi ld-rai sing,  mo n e y  m a n a g e m e n t ,  the p l a n n i n g  of  va-
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cat ions,  and the l i ke  — the o u t c o me  is invar iably wiser  t han  i f  ei­
ther  of  us had acted alone.  So growing out  of  narci ssi sm allows 
for the process  known as col l abora t i on ,  in which peop l e  l abor  
t oge t he r  wi th wits as well as brawn.

NARCISSISM VERSUS SELF-LOVE

Yet we are con f r on t e d  wi th a paradox.  Whi l e  growing out  of  
n a r c i s s i s m — our se l f -centeredness  and often excessive sense of  
i mpor t a nc e  — is mor e  t han anyt hi ng else what  life is about ,  it is 
equal ly vital that  we also s imul t aneous ly  l earn to come  to t erms 
wi th j u s t  how i mp o r t a n t  and valuable we are.

Humi l i t y  me a ns  having t rue knowl edge  of  onese l f  as one 
is. In my opi n i on ,  it is critical for us to be realistic abou t  our ­
selves as we are,  and be able to r ecogni ze  both  the good and 
bad par ts of  ourselves.  But  that  does not  m e a n  — as many falsely 
c o n c l u d e  — t ha t  we should give mor e  emphas i s  to the negat ive 
par ts o f  who we are and downpl ay or a l t oge t he r  dismiss the 
good parts as secondary.  Yet many do so, t rying to display a 
pseudo-humi l i t y  that  may ex t end  to an inabil i ty to receive c o m­
pl i ment s  or assert  o n e s e l f  wh e n  ap p r o p r i a t e  to do so.

Fur ther ,  t he re  is a di s t inct ion to be made  be t ween  self-love 
(which I p r opos e  is always a good thing)  and sel f-esteem (which 
I p r opos e  can often be ques t i onabl e ) .  As I wrote  in Further 
Along the Road Less Traveled, the two are often confused because  
we do not  have a r ich e n o u g h  vocabulary to cover  these p h e ­
no me n a .  I hope  that  eventual ly the p r o b l e m will be resolved by 
deve l opi ng  new words  that  are mor e  adequa t e ,  but  for the m o ­
me n t  we are stuck with the old ones.

For  exampl e ,  t here  are t imes when  we act in ways that  are 
u n b e c o mi n g .  I f  we deny that  our  behavi or  is "bad" and fail to 
seek ways to cor rec t  it or r e d e e m  ourselves by l ea r n i ng  from 
what  we have do n e  wr ong,  t hen  we are pr imar i ly c o n c e r n e d  
wi th self-esteem. On the o t her  hand ,  if we are ope r a t i ng  f rom a 
sense of  self-love, the hea l t h i e r  thing to do would be to ac­
knowl edge  our  mistakes and chast ise ourselves i f  we mu s t  — as
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well as have the ability to di scern that  our  fai lure at any given 
m o m e n t  does  not  totally def ine our  wor th or who we are as a 
per son.  We need  m o m e n t s  when  we real ize that  we do not  have 
it all t oge t he r  and that  we are not  perfect .  Such m o m e n t s  are 
crucial  to our  growth because  loving ourselves r equi res  the ca­
pacity to r ecognize  that  t here  is s ome t h i ng  a bou t  us we need  to 
work on.

So t here  is a di f ference be t ween  insist ing that  we always 
feel good abou t  ourselves (which is narcissist ic and synonymous  
wi th constant ly preservi ng our  self-esteem) and insist ing that  
we regard ourselves  as i mp o r t a n t  or valuable (which is heal thy 
self-love). U n d e r s t a n d i n g  and ma k i ng  this di s t inct ion is a p r e ­
requisi te for ma t u r e  menta l  heal th.  In o r de r  to be good,  heal thy 
peopl e ,  we have to pay the pr ice of  set t ing aside our  self-esteem 
once  in a whi le and not  always feel ing good abou t  ourselves.  
But  we should always be able to love and value ourselves,  even i f  
we s h ou l dn ' t  always es t eem ourselves.

Ab o u t  twenty years ago,  I saw a seventeen-year -old pa t i ent  
who had been  on his own since the age o f  four t een.  He had had 
a t rocious  pa r en t i ng ,  and I told him dur i ng  one session,  "Jack, 
your  biggest  p r o b l e m is that  you don ' t  love yourself,  t hat  you 
don ' t  value yourself." Tha t  same night  I had to drive f rom Co n ­
nec t i cut  to New York in the mi ddl e  of  a ter r ible storm.  Sheets  of  
rain were sweeping across the highway,  and the visibility was so 
poor  that  I c ou l dn ' t  even see the side of  the road or the yel low 
line. I had to keep my a t t en t i on  absolutely glued on the road,  
even t h o u g h  I was very t i red.  I f  I had lost my c o n c e n t r a t i o n  for 
even a second,  I would  have gone  o f f  the road.  And  the only way 
I was able to make  the ninety-mi le trip in that  ter r ible s torm was 
to keep saying to myself,  over  and over again,  "This little Volks­
wagen is car rying ext r emel y  valuable cargo.  It is ext r emel y  im­
por t an t  that  this valuable cargo get  to New York safely." And  so 
it did.

Thr e e  days later,  back in Connec t i cu t ,  I saw Jack again and 
l earned that  in the same r a ins torm,  not  near ly as t i red as I was 
and on a mu c h  shor t e r  j o u r n e y ,  he had dr iven his car  o f f  the 
road.  For tunately,  he h a d n ' t  been  seriously hurt .  I do not  be-
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lieve he had done  this because  he was covert ly suicidal  — al ­
t h o u g h  the lack of  self-love can lead to sui cide — but  simply be ­
cause he was not  able to convince  h i mse l f  that  his little 
Volkswagen was car rying ext r emel y  valuable cargo.

A n o t h e r  exampl e  involves a w o m a n  I began  t r eat ing 
short ly after The Road Less Traveled was publ i shed.  She had to 
travel f rom cent ral  New Jersey to wher e  I lived in Connec t i cu t .  
She was a w o ma n  who had spent  all of  her  life in the Chr i s t i an 
church;  she had been  raised in the c h u r c h  and had even ma r ­
ried a c l ergyman.  We wor ked  t oge t he r  once  a week for the first 
year and got  absolutely n o wh e r e ,  ma d e  no progress  at all. And 
t hen  one day she o p e n e d  the session by saying,  "You know,  dr i ­
ving up here  this mo r n i n g ,  I suddenl y  real ized that  what  is most  
i mp o r t a n t  is the d e v e l o p m e n t  of  my own soul." I broke  out  in a 
roar  of  joyful  l augh t e r  at the fact that  she had finally got t en  it, 
but  also l aught e r  at the i rony of the fact that  I had a s sumed that  
this w o m a n  — who had c ome  to see me because  she l iked my 
book,  who was wil l ing to make  a six-hour  r o u n d  t rip once  a 
week to see me,  and who had spent  the ent i rety o f  her  life in the 
c h u r c h  — a l r eady  knew that  what  was mos t  i mp o r t a n t  was the 
d e v e l o p me n t  of  her  own soul. But  she didn' t ,  and I suspect  
many fail to identify how cent ral  this is to thei r  lives. Once  she 
real ized it, however ,  her  progress  in t he rapy  was like l ightning.

I f  we value ourselves,  we are likely to bel ieve that  we are 
wor t h  what ever  effort  we need  to make  for ourselves.  The  deci ­
sion to go into t he rapy  to get  uns t uck  and he lp  our  progress ,  or 
to take the t ime to pract i ce  safety in cer t ain s i tuat ions that  are 
wi thin our  c o n t r o l  — t hese  are a m o n g  the measur e s  of  whe t he r  
we truly value ourselves.  And,  as I wrote  in The Road Less Trav­
eled, the pr i mary d e t e r m i n a n t  of  wh e t h e r  we cons i de r  ourselves 
valuable and i m p o r t a n t  is wh e t h e r  our  pa ren t s  t r ea t ed us as i f  
we were truly valuable  and i mpor t an t .  This d e t e r mi n e s  so mu c h  
of  how we regard ourselves  f rom t hen  on,  because  those  young 
and i mpr es s i onab l e  years are crucial  to our  sense of  worth.

None t he l e s s ,  e i gh t een  years after wr i t ing that  book,  I be ­
lieve I was undul y  pessimist ic wh e n  I descr i bed the p r o b l e m of
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s o me o n e  who ent er s  a d u l t h o o d  with a deep- sea t ed  lack of  self- 
value.  I had said it was close to imposs ibl e  for such a pe r son  ever 
to develop a heal thy sense of  wor th.  But  I now know t here  are 
at least  two ways that  a signi f icant  n u m b e r  who never  l ea r ned  to 
value t hemselves  when  they were ch i l d r en  can learn to do so. 
One  is l ong- t e rm psychot herapy,  du r i n g  whi ch the therapi s t  
can,  and often does,  b e c o me  a subst i tute p a r e n t  of  sorts and 
heals by persi s tent ly d e m o n s t r a t i n g  her  or his sense of  the pa­
t ient ' s value.  Cer tainly the mos t  c o m m o n  r esponse  I have re­
ceived f rom my own pat i ent s  at the conc l us i on  of  a lengthy 
course of  p s y c h o t h e r a p y  — when successful  — was "You know,  Dr. 
Peck,  you t r ea t ed  me as i f  I was mor e  i mp o r t a n t  t han  I t h o u g h t  
I was . "

The r e  is also a n o t h e r  way: some t i mes  God actual ly seems 
to direct ly i n t e rvene  in peopl e ' s  lives to give t h e m a message of  
t hei r  value.  Because  of  the power  of  such an expe r i ence ,  its 
benef iciar i es  r e ma i n  puzzl ed and awed by it. A l t h o u g h  a p p r e ­
ciative and h u mb l e d ,  they often c o n t i nue  to ask, "Why me?" 
years after the fact, because  they still w o n d e r  what  they had 
done  to deserve such a blessing.  It is i n d e e d  an e x p e r i e n c e  of  
o v e r whe l mi ng  grace when  one who for very long has devalued 
h i mse l f  is g r an t ed  a divine revelat ion that  he does i nde e d  ma t ­
ter after all.

A l t h o u g h  I have not  descr i bed such events in my works of  
nonf i c t i on,  I have f o r mer  pat i ent s  and fr iends who have re­
cal led such radical  changes  in thei r  sense of  self-worth.  S o me ­
t imes these revelat ions oc cur r ed  in the c on t ex t  of  a h o r r e n d o u s  
life expe r i ence ,  and for s ome  — l ike a w o m a n  who dec i ded  she 
valued her se l f  e n o u g h  to leave a physical ly abusive r e l a t i on­
s h i p  — when  thei r  very lives were at risk. I have wri t ten abou t  
such events in bo t h  my novels.  In A Bed by the Window, Mrs.  Si- 
m o n t o n ,  a sixty-year-old nur s i ng  h o m e  admini s t r a tor ,  receives 

j u s t  such a l ea r n i ng  message.  As does  Tish in purgatory,  as de ­
scr ibed in In Heaven as on Earth. Whi l e  both  account s  are fic­
t ional ,  they reflect  the reali ty of  actual  peop l e  w h o m  I have met  
and who have told me of  such exper i ences .
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NARCISSISM, DEATH, AND THE LEARNING OF DYING

Our  i nbo r n  narci ss i sm is an ext r aordi nar i l y  c o mp l e x  p h e n o m e ­
non,  because  some of  it is necessary as the psychological  side of  
our  survival inst inct .  But  u n b r i d l e d  narci ssi sm is the pr incipal  
p r e c u r s o r  of  psychospi r i tual  i llness.  The heal thy spiri tual  life 
consists of  progressively growing out  of  narcissism.  The fai lure 
to grow out  of  narcissism,  a l t hough  ex t r emel y  c o m m o n ,  is also 
ex t r emel y  dest ruct ive.

The p r os pec t  o f  our  dea t h  and the process  of  our  dying 
physical ly can be one of  the greates t  st imuli  to such heal thy 
growth.  They may even be the greates t  such s t imulus.  Wh e n  
psychiat r i st s talk abou t  injuries to pr ide ,  we call t h e m narcissis­
t ic injuries.  And  on any scale of  narcissist ic injuries,  dea t h  is the 
ul t imate.  We suffer little narcissist ic injuries all the t ime:  a class­
mat e  calls us stupid,  for e xampl e ;  we ' r e  the last to be chosen  for 
s o me o n e ' s  volleyball  t eam;  col leges t urn us down;  empl oyer s  
cri t icize us; we get  fired;  our  ch i l dr en  reject  us. As a resul t  of  
these narcissist ic injuries,  we e i t her  b e c o me  e mbi t t e r e d  or we 
grow. But  dea t h  is the big one.  N o t h i n g  t h r ea t ens  our  narcissis­
t ic a t t a c h m e n t  to ourselves and our  self-concei t  mor e  t han  our  
i m p e n d i n g  obl i t erat ion.

So it is ut ter ly natura l  that  we shoul d  fear dea t h  and every­
t h i ng  that  begins  to b e c o me  a r e m i n d e r  o f  death.  The r e  are two 
ways to deal  with that  fear: the c o m m o n  way and the smar t  way. 
The c o m m o n  way is to put  it out  o f  our  mi nd,  l imit  our  aware­
ness of  it, try not  to t h ink abou t  it. The smar t  way is to face 
dea t h  as early as possible.  In do i ng  so, we can real ize s ome t h i ng  
really r a t he r  simple.  Tha t  is, insofar  as we can ove r come  our  
narci ssi sm we can ove r come  our  fear of  death.  For  peop l e  who 
l earn to do this,  the p r os pec t  o f  dea t h  b e c o me s  a magni f i cen t  
s t imulus for t he i r  psychological  and spir i tual  growth.  "Since I 
am going to die anyway," they think,  "what ' s the po i n t  o f  p r e ­
serving this a t t a c h m e n t  I have to my silly old self?" And  so they 
set for th on a j o u r n e y  toward selflessness.

It is not  an easy j o u r n e y ,  but  what  a wor t hwhi l e  j o u r n e y  it is. 
Because  the fur ther  we p r oc e e d  in d i mi n i s h i ng  our  narcissism,
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our  sel f -centeredness  and sense of  se l f - impor t ance,  the mor e  
we discover  ourselves b e c o mi n g  not  only less fearful o f  dea t h  
but  also less fearful of  life. And  this is the basis for l ea r n i ng  to 
b e c o me  mor e  loving.  No longer  b u r d e n e d  by the need  to c o n ­
stantly p r o t ec t  and de fend  ourselves,  we are able to lift our  eyes 
off ourselves and truly r ecogni ze  others .  And  we begin to e x p e ­
r i ence a sus tained,  unde r l y i ng  sense of  happi nes s  that  we have 
never  e x p e r i e n c e d  before  as we b e c o me  progressively mor e  
self-forgetful and hence  mo r e  able to r e m e m b e r  God and n o ­
tice He r  in the detai ls of  life.

Agai n  and again all of  the great  rel igions tell us that  the 
path away f rom narci ss i sm is the path t oward me a n i n g  in life. 
And  this is thei r  cent ral  message:  Lea r n  how to die.  Buddhi s t s  
and Hi n d u s  speak of  this in t erms  of  the necessi ty for self-
d e t a c h me n t ;  i ndeed ,  for t h e m even the no t i on  of  the self is an 
i l lusion.  Jesus spoke of  it in similar  terms:  "Whosoever  will save 
his life [that  is, whosoeve r  will hold on to his narci ssi sm] shall 
lose it: and whos oeve r  will lose his life for my sake shall find it."

In he r  classic On Death and Dying, El i sabeth K übler-Ross 
was the f i rst  scientific pe r son  who ever da red  to ask peop l e  what  
they were e x p e r i e n c i n g  as they faced thei r  physical  death.  D o ­
ing so, she d i sce rned  that  f ive e mot i ona l  stages are involved in 
the process  of  dying.  And  she f ound that  peopl e  went  t h r o u g h  
these stages in this order :  denial ,  anger ,  ba r ga i n i ng ,  d e p r e s ­
sion,  and f i na l ly  accept ance .

In the fi rst  stage,  denial ,  they mi gh t  say, "The lab mus t  have 
got t en  my tests mi xed  up with s ome body  else's.  It  can ' t  be me,  
it can ' t  be h a p p e n i n g  to me."  But  deny i ng  does n ' t  work for very 
long.  So they get  angry.  They get  angry at the doctor s ,  angry at 
the nurses ,  angry at the hospi tal ,  angry at thei r  relat ives,  angry 
at God.  W h e n  anger  does n ' t  get  t h e m anywhere ,  they start  to 
bargain.  They say, "Maybe i f  I go back to c h u r c h  and start  pray­
ing again,  my cance r  will go away." Or,  "Maybe i f  I start  be ing 
nicer  to my ch i l dr en  for a c hange ,  my kidneys will improve. "  
And  wh e n  that  doesn ' t  get  resul ts,  they begin to real ize t h e  j ig 
is up and t hey ' r e  really going to die.  At  t ha t  point ,  they b e c o me  
depressed.
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I f  they can hang  in t here  and do what  we therapi s t s  call the 
work of  depress i on,  they can e me r g e  at the o t her  end and ent er  
the fifth stage,  a ccept ance .  This is a stage o f  great  spiri tual  calm 
and t ranqui l l i ty,  and even of  l ight  for many.  Peopl e  who have 
accept ed  dea t h  have a l ight  in t hem.  It's a lmost  as i f  they had al­
ready died and were r esu r r ec t ed  in some psychospi r i tual  sense.  
It 's a beaut i ful  t h ing to see,  but  it is not  very c o m m o n .  Most  
peopl e  do not  die in this stage of  accept ance .  They die still 
denying,  still angry,  still ba r ga i n i ng ,  or still depressed.  The rea­
son is that  the work o f  depr es s i on  is so painful  and difficult  that  
when  they hit  it mos t  peopl e  r e t r ea t  into denial  or anger  or bar ­
gaining.

These  stages are not  always gone  t h r o u g h  in exact ly the 
way kibbler-Ross descr ibed,  but  they are none t he l e s s  not  only 
general ly appl i cable  to the emot i ona l  pain that  is involved in 
dying but  general ly equal ly valid ( a l t hough  she did not  real ize 
it at the t ime)  to all m a n n e r  of  life's l earnings  whe r e  u n l e a r n i n g  
is involved.

UNLEARNING AND FLEXIBILITY

I have wr i t t en abou t  an expe r i ence  wi th my d a u g h t e r  in whi ch 
such u n l e a r n i n g  was necessary for my growth.  One  ni ght  I de ­
cided to spend some free t ime bui l d i ng  a h a p p i e r  and closer  re­
l a t i onship wi th my daught er ,  who was f our t een  at the t ime.  For  
several weeks she had been  urg i ng  me to play chess wi th her,  so 
I sugges ted a game  and she eager ly accepted.  We set t led down 
to a mos t  even and cha l l engi ng  match.  It was a school  night ,  
however ,  and at n ine  o ' c lock my d a u g h t e r  asked i f  I could hur ry 
my moves because  she n e e d e d  to go to bed;  she had to get  up at 
six in the mo r n i n g .  I knew her  to be rigidly di scipl ined in her  
s l eeping habi ts ,  and it s eemed  to me that  she ough t  to be able 
to give up some of  this rigidity. I told her,  "Come on,  you can go 
to bed a little later  for once.  You shou l dn ' t  start  games  that  you 
can' t  f inish.  We ' r e  having fun."

We played on for a n o t h e r  f i f t een mi nut es ,  du r i ng  which
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t ime she be c a me  visibly di scomfi t ed.  Finally,  she p l eaded ,  
"Please,  Daddy,  please hur ry your  moves." "No,  god d a mmi t , "  I 
repl ied.  "Chess is a ser ious game.  I f  you ' r e  going to play it well,  
you ' r e  going to play it slowly. I f  you don ' t  want  to play it seri­
ously, you mi gh t  as well not  play it at all." And so, with her  feel­
ing mi serabl e ,  we c o n t i n u e d  for a n o t h e r  ten mi nut es ,  unti l  
suddenl y  my d a u g h t e r  burst  into tears,  yel led that  she con ­
ceded the s tupid game ,  and ran weep i ng  up the stairs.

My first  r eac t i on  was one  of  denial .  N o t h i n g  was seriously 
wrong.  My d a u g h t e r  was j u s t  in a fragile mood .  Certainly,  it had 
n o t h i n g  to do wi th me.  But  that  d i dn ' t  really work.  The fact of  
the mat t e r  was that  the eveni ng had t u r n e d  out  exactly oppos i t e  
f rom what  I had i n t ended .  So my next  r eact ion was to b e c o me  
angry.  I b e c a me  angry at my d a u g h t e r  for her  rigidi ty and the 
fact that  she cou l dn ' t  give up a little sleep t ime to work on our  
r e l a t i onship  as well.  It was her  fault. But  that  d i dn ' t  work either.  
The fact is that  I, too,  was rigid in my s l eeping habi ts.  So I 
t h o u g h t  I mi gh t  run upstai rs ,  knock  on her  door ,  and say, "I 'm 
sorry,  honey.  Please forgive me for be i ng rigid.  Have a good 
night ' s  sleep." Yet I had some sense at this po i n t  that  I was bar ­
gaining.  It would be a "cheap apology." Finally,  it began  to dawn 
on me that  I had seriously goofed.  I had star ted the evening 
want i ng  to have a happy t ime wi th my daughter .  Ni nety mi nu t e s  
later, she was in tears and so angry at me she could hardly 
speak.  Wha t  had gone  wrong? I bec a me  depressed.

For tunat ely,  albei t  reluctant ly,  I was able to hang  in t here  
and do the work of  depress ion.  I began  to face the fact that  I 
had bo t ched  the evening by al lowing my desi re to win a chess 
game  b e c o me  mor e  i mp o r t a n t  t han  my desi re to bui ld a rela­
t i onship with my daughter .  I was depr es sed  in ea rnes t  then.  
How had I got t en  so out  of  balance? Gradual ly  I began  to ac­
cept  that  my desi re to win was too great  and that  I n e e d e d  to 
give up some of  this desire.  Yet even this little giving up seemed 
impossible.  All my life my desi re to win had served me in good 
stead,  for I had won many things.  Ho w was it possible to play 
chess wi t hou t  want i ng  to win? I had never  been  comfor t ab l e  do ­
ing things  unenthusiast i cal ly.  Ho w could I conceivably play



120

chess enthusiast ical ly but  not  seriously? Yet s o me h o w I had to 
change ,  for I knew that  my compet i t i veness  and my ser iousness  
were par t  of  a behavi or  pa t t e r n  that  was wor ki ng  and would 
con t i nue  to work toward al i enat ing my ch i l dr en  f rom me.  And 
i f  I was not  able to modify this pa t t ern ,  t here  would be o t her  
t imes of  unneces sa r y  tears and bi t terness.

Since I have given up par t  of  my desi re to win at games ,  
that  little depr es s i on  is l ong over. I kil led the desi re to win at 
games  with my desi re to win at pa r en t i ng .  Wh e n  I was a child 
my desi re to win at games  served me well.  As a pa rent ,  I r ecog­
nized that  it got  in my way. I had to give it up.  I do not  miss it, 
even t h o u g h  I t h o u g h t  I would.

Ma t ur e  ment a l  hea l t h  d e m a n d s  the ability to be flexible.  
We must  be able to cont inual ly  s t r i ke  — and r e s t r i ke  — a del icate 
ba l ance  a m o n g  conf l ict ing needs ,  goals,  dut ies ,  and r espons i ­
bilities. The essence of  this discipl ine of  ba l anc i ng  is u n l e a r n ­
ing and "giving up" s o me t h i ng  in ourselves in o r de r  to cons ider  
new informat i on .  Whi l e  it may seem s t range to choose  s t agna­
t ion over  flexibility in o r de r  to avoid the pain of  giving up parts 
of the self, it is unde r s t andab l e  given the dept h  of  emot i ona l  pain 
that  may be involved in doi ng so. In its major  forms,  giving up 
is the most  painful  of  h u m a n  exper i ences .  Wh e n  giving up parts 
of  ourselves entai ls giving up personal i ty traits,  wel l -establ i shed 
and l ea r ned  pa t t e rns  of  behavior ,  ideologies ,  and even whole  
lifestyles, the pain can be excruci a t i ng.  Yet t hese major  forms of  
giving up are r equ i r ed  i f  one  is to travel very far on the j o u r n e y  
of  life toward ever - increas ing matur i t y  and spiri tual  growth.  As 
wi th any giving up,  the biggest  fear is that  one  will be left totally 
empty.  This is the existent ial  fear of  no t h i ngnes s ,  of  be i ng n o t h ­
ing. But  whi le any cha nge  from one way to a n o t h e r  r epresent s  
a death of  the old way, it also makes  r oom for the bi r th of  a new 
one.

I c anno t  emphas i ze  how i mp o r t a n t  these stages of  dying 
are to the process  of  u n l e a r n i n g  and new l earning.  They are 
rout inely gone t h r ough  not  only by individuals but  also by groups  
and even ent i re nat ions.  Consider ,  for ins tance,  the behavi or  of
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the Un i t ed  States in Vi e t nam.  Wh e n  evidence  f i rst  began  to ac­
c umul a t e  in 1963 and 1964 that  our  pol icies in Vi e t nam were 
not  working,  what  was our  nat ion ' s  f i r s t  react ion? Denial .  N o t h ­
ing was really wrong.  All we n e e d e d  was a few mo r e  Special  
Forces  t roops  and a few mor e  mi l l ions of  dol lars.  Then ,  in 1966 
and 1967,  as evidence  c o n t i n u e d  to a ccumul a t e  that  our  pol i ­
cies were not  wor ki ng  and obviously seriously flawed,  what  was 
the g o v e r n me n t ' s  react ion? Anger .  The day of  the body coun t  
began.  An d  My Lai.  And  tor ture .  And  b o m b i n g  such that  we 
were going to t urn Nor t h  Vi e t nam into an Ame r i c a n  pa rk i ng  
lot. By 1969 and 1970, when  the evidence  was now massive that  
our  pol icies in Vi e t nam were a fai lure,  our  next  r e sponse  was to 
a t t e mp t  to "bargain" our  way out  of  Vi e t nam.  We selectively 
s t opped  b o m b i n g  he re  as a car ro t  and star ted b o m b i n g  t here  as 
a stick, t h i nk i ng  that  we could s o me h o w  br ing N o r t h  Vi e t nam 
to the negot i a t i ng  table.  But  it c o n t i n u e d  to fail.

Al t hough  some o f  us as individuals at the t ime went  t h r o u g h  
a signi f icant  depr es s i on  over  the war, our  g o v e r n m e n t  led the 
majori ty o f  Ame r i c a ns  to bel ieve that  s o me h o w we s ucceeded  in 
ba r ga i n i ng  our  way out  of  Vi e t nam.  We did not  bargain our  way 
out  of  Vi e t nam.  We were defeated.  We fled wi th over  hal f  a mi l ­
l ion men.  Because ,  as a na t ion,  we general ly failed at the t ime 
to do the work of  depr es s i on  involved in this t ragedy,  t he re  was 
little evidence  that  we l ea rned  any lesson as a result .  Only re­
cently,  twenty-five years after the fact, does it look as i f  we may 
have done  some por t i on  of  the work of  that  depr es s i on  and 
come to a m o d i c u m  of  humi l i ty in our  i n t e rna t i ona l  relat ions.

To l earn s o me t h i n g  new, we so often have to empty our ­
selves of  the old. This can be bot h  an individual  and a g r oup  
process ,  and in The Different Drum I descr ibe it in some d e p t h  as 
"empt iness , "  one of  the stages of  c o mmuni t y - ma k i ng .  Ther e ,  I 
wrote  that  a g r oup  going t h r o u g h  the stage of  e m p t i n e s s  — the 
most  critical stage of  its l ea r n i ng  — seems for all the wor ld like 
an or gan i sm going t h r o u g h  its dea th  t hroes .  This per i od can be 
excruci at i ngly painful .  It is also the pe r i od  when  the gr oup  
commi t s  itself to l e a r n i n g  — whi ch  is also to c o mmi t  i tself to un-
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l ea rn i ng  that  whi ch is obst ruct ive and ou t da t e d  and un wo r k ­
able.

Wh e n  we are going t h r o u g h  pain individual ly or col lec­
tively, we often feel as if the pain will last forever.  But  in the cy­
cle of  life, t here  is always o ppor t un i t y  for renewal .  Ho p e  is the 
f ounda t i on  of  the r eb i r t h i ng  that  may fol low dea t h  and change.  
So wh e n  it is wor ked  t h r o u g h ,  the stage of  depress i on  is in­
evitably fol lowed by the stage of  accept ance .  S o me o n e  in an au­
di ence  once  asked me wh e t h e r  long- t erm mar r i ages  go t h r o u g h  
these stages,  and I said they do indeed.  Initially, as di f ferences 
be t ween  pa r t ne r s  emer ge ,  our  first t ende nc y  is to try to deny 
those di f ferences and deny that  we have fallen out  of  love. 
W h e n  we can no l onger  deny that ,  we get  angry at our  spouse 
for be i ng di f ferent  f rom us. Wh e n  that  eventual ly doesn ' t  get  us 
anywhere  and our  spouse doesn ' t  change ,  we try to ba rga i n  in 
some m a n n e r  or a n o t h e r  — "I' ll  change  in this way i f  you' l l  
change  in that  way." Wh e n  that  doesn ' t  work,  t hen  we t end to 
b e c o me  depr es sed  and the mar r i age  looks very doubt ful .

But  i f  we can hang  in t here  — of t en for a pe r i od  of  many 
years,  and in the case of  my mar r i age  to Lily it was close to 
twenty year s  — we can f ina l ly  l earn how to accept  our  spouse and 
can come,  as Lily and I have done ,  to a r e l a t i onshi p  that  is be t ­
ter than r omant i c  love and even seems to par t ake  of  glory. But  
many peopl e  seem to bel ieve a mar r i age  that  e xpe r i ences  these 
stages is not  a good one at all, as i f  l ong- t e rm re l a t i onships  mus t  
be total ly smoo t h  sail ing.  In fact, this is one of  the pr i mar y  illu­
sions we mus t  over come.  I am r e m i n d e d  of  a w o m a n  who re­
mar ked ,  "Scotty, I very mu c h  l iked In Search o f Stones, but  it was 
so sad." I wasn' t  sure what  she me a n t  by "sad," but  I i magi ne  
she t h o u g h t  it was sad because  she bel ieved that  a mar r i age  
shou l dn ' t  go t h r o u g h  all of  the downer s  I wrote  a bou t  t here.  Yet 
I bel ieve tha t  In Search o f Stones is ul t imately a t r i u m p h a n t  book.  
I ndeed ,  despi te all the ups and d o w n s  — t h r o u g h  the dea t h  of  il­
lusions and the rebi r ths  of  t rust  and a c c e p t a n c e  — that  Lily and 
I e xpe r i enced ,  we have e me r g e d  wi th a grea t er  degree  of  u n ­
de r s t and i ng  t han e i t her  of  us could have ever envi s ioned.
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So the stage of  dying is fol lowed by the stage of  rebi r th,  
which initially may be as painful  as the dying.  In Ch a p t e r  1, I re­
c o u n t e d  how many of  my pat i ent s  went  t h r o u g h  a " t he rapeut i c  
depress i on"  wh e n  the old way was no l onger  t enabl e  and the 
new ways se e me d  impossibly difficult,  wh e n  they could not  go 
backward but  were unwi l l ing to go forward because  the new way 
s eemed  so i ncredibly risky. I descr ibe this risk in A Bed by the 
Window, whe r e ,  in the course  of  therapy,  H e a t h e r  makes  the ter ­
rifying deci s ion to f inal ly di scard her  "old tapes" or ma l adapt i ve  
ways of  r e l a t ing to men  and e x p e r i m e n t  with "new tapes." 
These  two processes  are inext r i cabl e ,  but  e x p e r i m e n t i n g  wi th a 
new t ape is j u s t  as terr i fying as d i sca rd i ng  an old one.  Al t h o u g h  
an old tape may be demons t r a t i ve l y  ineffect ive,  it may still feel 
comfor t abl e ,  f i t t ing like an old shoe.  The new t a p e  — whi ch  may 
requi r e  us to do things in ways totally di f ferent  f rom those that  
were initially comfor t abl e ,  and that  our  pa ren t s  t a ugh t  us,  and,  
i ndeed ,  that  our  whol e  cul ture  has e n d o r s e d  — may seem in­
credibly da nge r ous .

But  l ea rn i ng  is an advent ure .  We mus t  have a taste for it to 
some extent ,  since all adven t u r e  is going into the u nknown .  I f  
we always know exact ly wher e  we ' r e  going,  how to get  there ,  
and what  we' l l  see or expe r i e nc e  along the way, it isn' t  an ad­
venture .  It is h u m a n  — and s ma r t  — to be afraid of the u n k n o wn ,  
to be at least  a t iny bit  scared whe n  e mb a r k i n g  on an advent ure .  
But  it is only f rom advent ur es  that  we l earn mu c h  of  signifi­
cance,  whe r e  we can be exposed  to the new and unexpec t ed .

LEARNING AS ADVENTURE

Ent e r i ng  p s ycho t he r apy  is of ten one  of  the great es t  advent ur es  
in life. For  one w o ma n  I'll call Tammy,  it was a bout  wi th life- 
t h r e a t e n i ng  depr es s i on  in her  mid- twent i es  that  c o mpe l l e d  her  
to seek help.  The source o f  her  depr e s s i on  and the dynamics  of  
her  case were a classic e xampl e  of  an individual  ope r a t i ng  u n ­
der  the i l lusion of  per f ec t i oni sm.  For  mu c h  of  her  y o ung  life,
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Tammy had unknowi ng l y  deve l oped  sel f- imposed,  unreal i s t ic  
s t andards  and t r ied to live up to e xagge r a t ed  expec t a t i ons  she 
t h o u g h t  others  had of  her.

The seeds of  pe r f ec t i on i sm had been  p l an t ed  ear ly — and 
were costly. As is typical of  many such pat i ent s ,  Tammy had 
grown up in an a l cohol i c  family. As a chi ld,  she was in many 
ways forced to take on adul t  responsibi l i t i es ,  because  of  the 
emot i ona l  absence  o f  her  mot her ,  who was incapac i t a t ed  by d e ­
press ion and a ser ious d r i nk i ng  p r o b l e m,  and because  her  fa­
ther  was most ly absent .  In the a t t e mp t  to rise to the occasion,  
she was r equ i r ed  to help raise her  y o u n g e r  siblings.  This mean t ,  
of  course ,  tha t  she d i dn ' t  have m u c h  of  a life of  her  own in ele­
men t a r y  school  and her  early high school  years.  Given the con ­
fusion of  h o me  life, school  bec a me  the place whe r e  Tammy felt 
mos t  c o mp e t e n t .  It was also the one place she received n u r t u r ­
ing as the chi ld she truly was,  r a t her  t han  be i ng  r equ i r ed  to p r o ­
vide it to others .  This led to her  excel l ing academical ly;  
ul t imately,  she b e c a me  the f i rst  in her  family to gr adua t e  f rom 
col lege.

A l t h o u g h  it was an u n s p o k e n  a s sumpt i on ,  Tammy int er ­
pre t ed  living up to a self-image that  ent a i l ed pe r f ec t i on i sm as 
r equ i r i ng  that  she "have it all together . "  It s eemed  to her  that  
her  family' s expec t a t i on  was that  she not  only have it t ogether ,  
but  have it t oge t he r  at all t imes.  It was an i ncredibly stressful 
s t andard  to live up to, and in many  ways an oppress ive one.  
Deep  wi thin,  on some level,  Tammy knew she c o u l d n ' t  possibly 
mee t  the s t andards  of  per f ec t i oni sm.  But  in a t t e mp t i ng  to 
ma i n t a i n  this i l lusion,  she s i mul t aneous l y  found it difficult  to 
acknowl edge  the real i ty o f  her  l imi tat ions.  The pressure ,  bot h  
ext ernal  and int ernal ,  eventual ly led not  only to physical  symp­
toms of  distress but  to t r e m e n d o u s  anxiety over  several years.  At  
one po i n t  Tammy c o n t e m p l a t e d  suicide,  a l t hough  she never  
acted on it.

Dur i ng  l ong- t e rm therapy,  she l ea r ned  that  the pr imary 
source o f  her  depr e s s i on  was her  a t t e mp t  to live up to a stan­
dard  too high to mee t  and he r  lack o f  her  own t rue identi ty.  Al ­
t h o u g h  on the surface she s eemed self-assured and i n d e p e n d e n t
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to mos t  who met  her,  her  self-image had been  c e n t e r e d  p r i ma r ­
ily a r o u n d  wha t  o t he r  peop l e  t h o u g h t  or e xpec t ed  of  her.

Initially, mu c h  o f  Tammy' s  conver sa t i on  dur i ng  t herapy re­
volved a r o u n d  her  pe r c e p t i o n  of  her se l f  as a vict im. She gave a 
l i tany of  compl a i n t s  abou t  wha t  others  had done  to he r  or not  
done  for her. After  a coupl e  of  m o n t h s  going back and for th 
abou t  this,  she f inal ly began  to cons i de r  wha t  her  own role in 
her  vict imizat ion had been.  In do i ng  so, she e x p e r i e n c e d  a dr a ­
mat ic t u r n i n g  point .  She real ized she had a choice  after all. 
This was a c c o m p a n i e d  by a deci s ion to acknowl edge  that  she 
had some l imi tat ions ,  even i f  other s  wan t ed  to c o n t i nue  plac ing 
her  on a pedes t a l  because  she was the fi rst  in her  family to go to 
col lege.  As she s t opped  t a lking so mu c h  abou t  " them" and 
s tar ted owni ng  her  own feel ings,  using "I" s t a t ement s ,  she felt a 
sense o f  per sonal  power  she had never  known.  Once ,  as hard  as 
it was to admi t ,  she said she real ized that  a for mer  boyfr iend 
had t aken advant age  of  her  k i ndness  no t  simply and only be ­
cause he was a j e r k ,  but  also in large par t  because  she kept  giv­
ing mu c h  mor e  than she received in the re l a t ionship.

As Tammy got  mo r e  in t ouch  wi th the ways she had been  
social ized since c h i l d h o o d  to take on the role of  family r escuer  
and martyr,  she b e c a me  c learer  abou t  how as an adul t  she had 
cont inual ly  based her  self-image on this role.  Even mor e  sur­
p r i s i n g  — and h u m b l i n g  — was  her  discovery that  she s omewha t  
enjoyed the psychological  payoff. It e n h a n c e d  her  ego to be the 
family savior and the gi r l f r iend who t r ied to be "good" all the 
t ime.  Still, the pr ice she paid was too great .

In hinds ight ,  Tammy was able to di scern that  she had at 
least  passively c ompl i ed  wi th her  own p r e d i c a me n t .  Th e n  she 
faced the fact that  she had felt used,  and b e c a me  angry at her  
family, f r iends,  and previous  boyf r i ends for the d e m a n d s  they 
pl aced on her. Compl i ca t i ng  mat t er s ,  however ,  was the gui l t  she 
felt at t imes:  after all, it s e e me d  that  her  p r ob l e ms  were i r re l e­
vant  and mi n o r  in c o mp a r i s o n  to the p r o b l e ms  of  pover ty and 
poor  e duc a t i on  that  beset  mos t  in her  family. Even mos t  of  her  
boyf r i ends up to that  po i n t  had not  achi eved as mu c h  as she 
h a d .
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As her  process  of  heal ing con t i nue d ,  Tammy dec i ded  to re­
def ine what  expec t a t i ons  she should realistically have for he r ­
self. "I came to the real izat ion that  mak i ng  mistakes only made  
me h u m a n ,  not  a total disgrace.  I've l ea r ned  that  not  be i ng pe r ­
fect does n ' t  me a n  that  I am totally i mper fec t ,  ei ther.  It is not  a 
black or whi te mat ter ,  but  has many shades  of  gray. I know I can 
be okay even when  I make  mistakes.  I can still value myself,  
s t rengths ,  warts,  and all," she said, t hen  chuckled.

As h u m b l i n g  as the "bad stuff" she l ea rned  abou t  her se l f  
was,  it was equal ly upl i f t ing to he r  — and su r p r i s i ng  — to real ize 
her  real s t rengths ,  the "good stuff" she l ea r ned  in the process  
of  therapy.  For  one  t hing,  as she l oosened  the grip of  pe r f ec ­
t ioni sm,  Tammy b e c a me  less har sh  and less strict about  j u d g i n g  
herself.  She e x p e r i e n c e d  a cathar t i c  m o m e n t  when,  asked du r ­
ing t he rapy  to pi c ture  her se l f  as a chi ld,  she cried whe n  she felt 
e mp a t h y  toward herself.  She l ea r ned  to give her se l f  credi t  for 
having survived a difficult  c h i l d h o o d  and for having thr ived in 
spite of  it.

An even g rea t e r  b r e a k t h r o u g h  came as she real ized that  
the unhea l t hy  need  of  pe r f ec t i on i sm had got t en  in the way of  
admi t t i ng  her  needs  for affect ion and s uppor t  f rom others.  
"Maybe it hasn ' t  simply been  a ma t t e r  of  my fr iends and family 
not  be i ng wil l ing to help me.  Pe r haps  I d i dn ' t  al low t h e m to do 
so since I s e e me d  to have it all t ogether , "  she said. So she ma d e  
a goal  to pract i ce  asser t iveness by asking for help f rom others  
per iodical ly,  and to work on her  difficulty wi th receiving since 
she had b e c o me  so a c c u s t o me d  to giving.  She was elated to re­
por t  that  one  day, wh e n  s o me o n e  told her  he t h o u g h t  she was 
bot h  smar t  and pretty,  she was able to r e s pond  wi th a gracious  
t hank-you r a t he r  t han  reci te reasons  to dismiss the c ompl i ­
ment .

A l t h o u g h  she f i r s t  e n t e r e d  therapy when  she felt she had 
no o t her  cho i ce  — "I was lost, I was br oken, "  she said — Tammy 
found the process  qui te r ewardi ng,  even spir i tual ly renewing.  
"As I be c a me  conscious  of  my own l imi tat ions,  I no l onger  held 
high expec t a t i ons  for me to mee t  in every area of  life. No w I 'm
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mor e  likely to give my best  in those  things  that  are i mp o r t a n t  to 
me,  and let o t he r  peopl e  pull  thei r  own weight  so I won ' t  feel 
r espons ibl e  for the whole  world," she said. "When I t h ink a bou t  
it, how a r r ogan t  it was of  me to think I had to be involved in 
everything for it to t urn out  right .  Now I've l ea rned  to sit in the 
b a c k g r o u n d  mor e  and not  feel I have to take care of  everything 
and everybody.  It's very l iberat ing.  In a very real sense,  I feel I've 
been  able to gradual ly r es tore  my humani t y ,  as odd  as that  may 
sound."

The Spirituality o f Imperfection, by Ernes t  Kur tz and Ka t he r ­
ine Ke t cham,  speaks di rect ly to the j o u r n e y  of  those like Tammy 
who are r ecover i ng  f rom per f ec t i oni sm.  Such individuals ,  in 
facing the t ruth of  t he i r  l imi tat ions,  b e c o me  mor e  spiri tual ly 
awar e  — i f  they are open  to i t  — t h r o u g h  the humi l i ty of  c omi ng  
clean and get t ing real.

Some t i mes  it's hard  to di s t ingui sh wh e t h e r  it is cour age  or 
d e s pe r a t i on  ( the ur gency that  comes  f rom hi t t ing rock bo t t om)  
that  leads s o me o n e  to e mb a r k  on the adven t u r e  of  ps yc ho t he r ­
apy. I am r e m i n d e d  of  s o me t h i n g  said by the greates t  t e ache r  I 
know of  next  to Jesus:  Jalal  ad-Din ar -Rumi ,  a t h i r t een t h - cen t u ry  
Musl im mystic.  Rumi  said: "Organs  evolve in r esponse  to neces ­
sity. The r e f o r e ,  increase  your  necessi ty." So I bel ieve that  the ac­
cept ance  of  necessi ty is an act of  cour age  itself. Thus ,  even 
when  necess i t y  — or feel ing des pe r a t e  — seems the c o n s u mi n g  
mot ivat ion,  it still takes cour age  to en t e r  t herapy because  it is 
truly a step into the u nknown .  One  is expos i ng  onese l f  to the 
t herapi s t  and has no idea what  cha l l enges  one will receive.  
Wh e n  peop l e  ent e r  therapy,  o p e n i n g  themselves  to chal l enge,  
they do not  know what  they are going to l earn abou t  t h e m ­
selves, but  they are general ly cer t ain that  they are goi ng to dis­
cover some "bad things." In my e x p e r i e n c e  wi th pat i ent s ,  j u s t  as 
it is t rue that  in the course of  t herapy they l earn unan t i c i pa t ed  
"bad things," they also virtually always learn una n t i c i pa t e d  
"good things" about  themselves.

One  thing that  never  ceases to amaze  me is how relat ively 
few peopl e  u n d e r s t a n d  what  cou r age  is. Most  peop l e  t h ink it is
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the absence  of  fear. The absence  of  fear is not  courage ;  the ab­
sence of  fear is some kind of  bra in damage .  Cour age  is the ca­
pacity to go ahead  in spite of  fear, or in spite of  pain.  Wh e n  you 
do that ,  you will f ind that  ove r comi ng  the fear will not  only 
make  you s t ronger  but  will be a big step forward toward ma t u ­
rity.

Wh e n  I wrote  The Road Less Traveled, I never  gave a def ini ­
t ion of  matur i ty,  but  I did descr ibe in the book a n u m b e r  of  i m­
ma t u r e  people .  It  seems to me that  what  mos t  charact er i zes  
i mma t u r e  peopl e  is that  they sit a r o u n d  c o mp l a i n i n g  that  life 
doesn ' t  mee t  t hei r  d e ma n d s .  On the o t he r  hand ,  what  c ha r ac ­
terizes those relat ive few who are fully ma t u r e  is that  they re­
gard it as thei r  r espons i bi l i t y  — even as an o p p o r t u n i t y  — to mee t  
life's d e ma n d s .  I ndeed ,  when  we real ize that  everything that  
h a p p e n s  to us has been  des i gned  to t each us what  we need  to 
know on our  j o u r n e y  of  life, we begin to see life f rom an en­
tirely di f ferent  perspect ive.

A u n i q u e  — and mat ure  — pe r s pec t i ve  is defini tely neces ­
sary for facing life's u l t imate  advent ure .  The r e  is only one  ad­
vent ure  I know of  g r ea t e r  t han  tha t  of  en t e r i ng  serious 
psychotherapy:  the f inal  adven t u r e  of  death.  No mat t e r  what  
our  bel i ef  system, we do not  know for cer tain wher e  or how we 
shall f ind ourselves wh e n  the a dven t u r e  of  dea t h  is compl e t ed .  
Wha t  a going into the u n k n o w n  it is!

Since dea t h  and dying make  up the greates t  of  all life's ad­
ventures ,  it is no acc i dent  that  this t ime is not  only our  final 
o ppor t un i t y  for l ea r n i ng  but  our  greatest  one.  As a ps yc ho t he r ­
apist,  I have found that  my most  fulfilling o p por t un i t y  has been  
wor ki ng  with dying pat ients .  This may seem paradoxi ca l  unt i l  it 
is real ized that  those who are clearly dying may be aware that  
they do not  have m u c h  t ime left. I say "may" because  the aware­
ness is a choice.  As I have al ready indi ca t ed,  mos t  choose  to 
deny thei r  dying,  and he nc e  deny themselves  the l ea r n i ng  in­
volved.  But  whe n  they choose  to accept  that  they are dying —  
that  they have very little t ime lef t  — they may make  the mos t  
ex t r aor d i na r y  leaps of  growth wi thin thei r  f inal  days or weeks
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on ear th.  We have all hea r d  tales not  only of  d e a t h b e d  confes­
sions and convers ions ,  but  also of  dr amat i c  r e p e n t a n c e ,  for­
giveness,  and reconci l i a t i on.  We hea r  these tales because  they 
are t rue.  Dying may be the t ime of  our  greates t  glory.

I nde e d ,  this subject  is so i mp o r t a n t  that  I will r e t u r n  to it in 
the next  chapter ,  "Personal  Life Choices . "  Let  it simply be said 
here  that  the choice  to die well can be ma d e  only by those who 
have ma d e  the choice  for l ea rni ng,  who have deve l oped  the at­
t i tude that  l ea r n i ng  is cent ra l  — even as essent ial  as she l t e r  — to 
living. Choos i ng  to die well is an i n h e r e n t  par t  of  choos i ng  to 
l earn how to live well.

VALUES AND LEARNING CHOICES

Thr ee  factors play cent ral  roles in our  l earning:  a t t i tude,  t e m­
p e r a me n t ,  and values.  A l t h o u g h  int e r r e l a t ed ,  insofar  as they 
can be separa t ed ,  each is a valuable and separa t e  c o m p o n e n t  in 
l ea r n i ng  in and of  itself.

Because  a t t i tude is one ' s  acqu i r ed  di sposi t ion or general  
a p p r o a c h  to viewing things,  it u n d o u b t e d l y  affects one ' s  ability 
to learn.  An atheis t  has an "at t i tude" a bou t  rel igion that  will af­
fect his pe r c e p t i o n  of  things.  An alcohol i c  man  who is super f i ­
cially rel igious may still have a negat ive a t t i tude toward AA in 
genera l  because  the no t i on  "to b e c o me  powerless"  is a n a t h e m a  
to him.

To what  ex t en t  an a t t i tude is l ea r ned  or i nbo r n  is hard  to 
de t e r mi n e ,  but  t here  is r eason to bel ieve that  m u c h  of  it is nu r ­
t ur ed  by our  en v i r o n me n t .  Everybody has an "at t i tude" p r o b ­
lem in those  areas wher e  he doesn ' t  t h i nk  well or is most ly 
negat ive.  We tend to l earn be t t er  in areas wher e  we have a pos ­
itive at t i tude.  For  exampl e ,  the mor e  f r i ght ened you a r e  — i f  you 
feel you ' r e  always having to de fend  or pr o t ec t  your s e l f  — the less 
likely you are to be open  to l ea r n i ng  abou t  a par t i cul a r  subject  
or e xpe r i ence .  Thus ,  par t  o f  l ea r n i ng  is b e c o mi n g  conscious  of  
our  a t t i tudes  and cal l ing t h e m into ques t ion.  Of  course ,  we
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can' t  do this all the t ime.  But  j u s t  as a pa t i en t  will set aside t ime 
for therapy,  we can set aside t ime to ques t i on  and think abou t  
our  own at t i tudes with i mpuni t y  in an a t mo s p h e r e  of  safety.

T e m p e r a m e n t  refers to the biological  par t  of  our  pe r s ona l ­
ity. It's in our  genes.  That ' s  why, even wh e n  ch i l dr en  are very 
young,  pa ren t s  and other s  who spend a great  deal  of  t ime with 
t h e m can make  fairly accura t e  assessments  and pred i c t i ons  
abou t  how an individual  chi ld may r e s pond  to cer t ain si tua­
t ions.  W h e t h e r  t e m p e r a m e n t s  are i r ret r ievably establ i shed by a 
cer t ain age or set in s tone at bi r th is a ma t t e r  of  debat e .

Values are those qual i t ies we de e m i mpor t an t .  An d  those 
that  we d e e m mor e  i mp o r t a n t  t han  other s  affect the choices  we 
make  and the opt i ons  we perceive in life. Since we c a n n o t  l earn 
everything t here  is to know,  we are faced wi th the o n go i ng  
p r o b l e m of  mak i ng  choices  based pr imar i ly on what  we value 
the most .  Consequent l y ,  t h r o u g h o u t  life we mus t  make  choices  
abou t  what  we are going to l ea r n  — if we have made  the deci s ion 
to l earn at all. As the Sufi Mus l i m Idries Shah said (and I pa r a ­
phrase  h i m) ,  "It is not  e n o u g h  to study. First  one mus t  de t e r ­
mi ne  what  to study and what  not  to study. W h e n  to study and 
when  not  to study. And  who to study wi th and who not  to study 
u n d e r . "

This appl ies not  only to focused,  a cademi c  l ea r n i ng  but  
also to life expe r i ences  and to choices  abou t  what  to give our  
t ime and a t t en t i on  to. In part ,  Idries Shah was refer r ing to a 
ma t t e r  o f  pr ior i t i es ,  and n o wh e r e  do I spend mor e  of  my prayer  
t ime t han  t rying to sort  out  my priori t ies.  Some of  those pr i or i ­
ties have to do wi th what  to study and what  not  to study. But  
pr obabl y  my mos t  i mp o r t a n t  choice has been  that  o f  d i scerni ng 
my values.  For  i ns t ance ,  the value of  integri ty has come  to be 
very high on my list of pr ior i t ies.  F r o m The Road Less Traveled, it 
can be d i sce r ned  that  a n o t h e r  two of  my pr i mary values are 
dedi ca t i on  to reali ty or t ruth and the a c cep t ance  of  a pp r op r i a t e  
responsibi l i ty.  Cri t ical  to this issue of  accept i ng  responsibi l i ty 
has been the deci s ion to accept  the pain involved in l earning.

The dedi ca t i on  to t ru t h  is one par t  of  my be i ng a scientist.  
Wha t  we call the scientific m e t h o d  is n o t h i ng  mor e  than a series
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of  conven t i ons  and p r o c e d u r e s  that  we have a d o p t e d  over  the 
centur i es  in o r de r  to c o mb a t  our  very h u m a n  t e ndency  to want  
to deceive ourselves.  We pract i ce  this m e t h o d  out  of  a ded i ca ­
t ion to s o me t h i n g  h i ghe r  t han  our  i mme d i a t e  intel lectual  or 
e mot i ona l  comfort :  namely,  the t ruth.  Science,  t here fore ,  is an 
activity submi t t ed  to a h i gher  power  (except ,  of  course ,  in those 
instances when  the egos of  scientists get  in the way of  thei r  
search for t r u t h) .  Since I bel ieve God is the e p i t ome  of  our 
h i ghe r  powe r  — God is light,  God is love,  God is t r u t h  — a n y ­
thing that  seeks these values is holy. Thus ,  whi le it c a n n o t  an­
swer all ques t ions ,  science,  in its p r o p e r  place,  is a very holy 
activity.

H u n t e r  Lewis' s book  A Question o f  Values d e mo n s t r a t e s  that  
peopl e  have qui te di f ferent  pr i mary values u p o n  whi ch they 
base thei r  deci s ions  and t h r o u g h  which they i n t e r p r e t  the 
world.  He lists those values as expe r i ence ,  science,  r eason,  au­
thori ty,  and intui t ion.  Lewis is unc l ea r  a bou t  whe n  we make  our  
choice of  a pr i mary value.  Pe r ha ps  it is not  a choice at all but  is 
s o me t h i ng  genet ic.  In any case,  i f  it is a choice,  it seems to be 
made  bot h  unconsc i ous l y  and passively, dur i ng  ch i l dhood .  Nev­
er theless ,  we have it wi thin our  power  du r i ng  a d u l t h o o d  to con ­
t inual ly reassess our  values and priori t ies.

As an empir ici s t ,  I pr imar i ly value expe r i e nc e  as the best  
rout e  to knowl edge  and u n d e r s t a n d i n g .  But  Lewis goes on to 
talk abou t  "hybrid value systems," and here ,  to me,  is the im­
po r t ance  of  his book.  I f  we can b e c o me  aware of  our  pr i mary 
values,  t hen ,  in a d u l t h o o d ,  we can del iberately go abou t  n u r ­
tur ing o t he r  values.  For  ins tance,  the "author i ty of  the Scr ip­
tures" was not  a great  value for me du r i ng  my ch i l dhood .  Even 
today,  I do not  cons i de r  the Scr iptures  to be "perfect" in thei r  
authori ty,  but  I de l ight  in studying t hem,  l ea rn i ng  t hem,  and 
put t i ng  t h e m to use.  It is also in a d u l t h o o d  that  I have de l i ber ­
ately chosen  to l earn f rom Lily he r  intui t ive skills, whi ch I did 
not  possess when  I was younger .  Jus t  as I extol l ed us ing both  the 
r ight  brain and the left brain,  since t here  is mor e  than one  way 
that  we can learn,  so I extol l  using mul t i pl e  values by deve l op ­
ing as c ompl e x  a hybr id value system as possible.
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So we are back to the subject  of  integr i ty and wholeness .  
Unl ike  ch i l dr en ,  adul ts  can pract i ce  integri ty by conscious  
choice.  Some peop l e  f ind t hey' r e  good at l ea rn i ng  i n f o r ma t i on  
or c o n t e n t  skills (which t ends  to be a mascu l i ne  inc l ina t ion)  
and other s  feel mor e  adep t  at relat ional  skills (which t ends  to 
be a f emi ni ne  i nc l ina t ion) .  Wh e n  we ' re  good at one thing and 
not  so good at anot her ,  we t end to avoid the one that  is difficult,  
or to neglec t  aspects of  ourselves that  we find u n c o mf o r t a b l e  
because  they are unfami l i a r  or seem t h r ea t en i ng .  Many me n  
t end to run f rom thei r  f emi ni ne  side,  and many w o m e n  t end to 
avoid exerci s ing thei r  mascul i ne  quali t ies.

In l ea r n i ng  whol enes s ,  we mus t  be open  to androgyny,  to 
e n c o mp a s s i n g  bot h  f emi ni ne  and mascul i ne  c o mp o n e n t s .  We 
are cal led to be whole  peopl e .  The words  "heal th, " "wholeness, " 
and "hol iness" all have the same root .  It is both  our  psychol ogi ­
cal and our  spiri tual  t ask  — par t i cular ly dur i ng  the s econd hal f  
of  our  l i fe — to work toward the fullest express i on of  our  p o t e n ­
tial as h u m a n  beings ,  to b e c o me  the best  that  we can be.  Be­
c o mi n g  whole  involves using our  latent  t alents,  whi ch can be 
l ea r ned  or deve l oped ,  but  usually only wi th a great  deal  of  p r ac ­
tice and often only wi th the matur i t y  r equ i r ed  for the humi l i ty 
to work on our  weak sides.

I have told the story of  my l ea rn i ng  expe r i e nc e  as a t enni s  
player.  I had b e c o me  qui te a d e c e n t  t enni s  player  by early a d o ­
lescence.  I had a r easonably good serve,  and while my ba c k h a n d  
was very weak,  I had an ext r aordi nar i l y  powerful  f or ehand.  
Wh a t  I did,  t hen,  was deve lop a pa t t e r n  of  " r unn i ng  a r ound"  
my backhand .  I woul d  stand to the left of  the cour t  and take 
every possible shot  I could wi th my f o r ehand .  In this fashion I 
was able to wipe 95 p e r c e n t  of  my o p p o n e n t s  off the court .  The 
only p r o b l e m was the o t he r  5 percent .  They woul d  i mmedi a t e l y  
real ize my weakness  and hit  to my b a c kha nd ,  pul l ing me far­
ther  and far ther  to the left, t hen  hi t  cross-cour t  out  of  r each of  
my f o r e ha nd  and wipe me off the court .  At  the age of  thirty-two,  
I real ized that  i f  I was ever going to fulfill my potent i a l  as a t en­
nis p l ayer  — to be the best  t hat  I could be in the g a m e  — I was go­
ing to have to work on my backhand .  It was a h u mb l i n g  business.
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It me a n t  that  I had to do what  had b e c o me  profoundl y  u n n a t ­
ural:  s tand to the r ight  o f  the cente r  of  the basel ine and take 
every possible shot  I could on my backhand .  It me a n t  losing re­
peat edly to infer ior  players.  And  it me a n t  that  on l ooker s  who 
had come down to the cour t s  to see me play tenni s  wa t ched  me 
hit  balls two cour t s  down,  over the fence,  or dr ibble  t hem into 
the net.  But  wi thin t hree  mo n t h s  I had a d ecen t  b a c k h a n d  
for the first  t ime in my life and,  with a whole  t enni s  game,  I b e ­
came the best  player  in the little island c o mmu n i t y  wher e  I then 
lived. At  whi ch point ,  I t ook up golf. Tha t  was really humbl i ng .

For  me,  gol f  is so humi l i a t i ng  (or h u mb l i n g )  that  I can nei ­
ther  play it nor  enjoy it unless I r egard  it as a l ea r n i ng  o p p o r t u ­
nity. I have,  in fact, l ea r ned  an e x t r aor d i na r y  a m o u n t  about  
myself,  such as the ou t r ageous nes s  of  my own per f ec t i on i sm 
and the dep t hs  of  sel f-hat red I i ndul ge  in wh e n  I fail to be per ­
fect. T h r o u g h  golf, I am slowly hea l i ng mysel f  of  my pe r f ec t i on­
ism and my many o t he r  i mper f ec t i ons .  And  I d on ' t  t hink t here  
can be any h e a l t h i e r  — or mor e  i mp o r t a n t  — way to b e c o me  
whole  per sons  t han  wor ki ng  on our  weak sides.

LEARNING FROM ROLE MODELS

Our  relat ions wi th o t he r s  — and l earn i ng  f rom t h e m — can be 
one of  life's gifts. As a blessing,  role mode l s  help p r even t  us 
f rom having to l earn everything f rom scratch,  so to speak,  since 
if we are good l i s teners and observer s  we can avoid some of  the 
pitfalls s o me o n e  else has f ound on the pa t h  we are headi ng .  
But  we mus t  choose  wisely w h o m we emul a t e ,  because  role 
mode l s  may be de t r i men t a l  at t imes.  In ch i l dhood ,  one of  the 
routes  for l ea rning,  for be t t er  or for worse,  is t h r o u g h  our  pa r ­
ents as pr i mar y  role model s .  In a d u l t hood ,  we have the o p p o r ­
tuni ty to make  a del i bera t e  choice of  role model s ;  we can not  
only dec i de  on good role mode l s  but  even use negat ive role 
model s  appropr i a t e ly,  as exampl es  of  what  not  to do.

A big par t  of  my l ea rn i ng  came a bou t  t h r o u g h  a negat ive 
role mode l  I had in my early profess ional  years.  I'll call him Dr.
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Bumbl es .  Dr. Bumbl es  was a supervi s ing psychiat r i st  and a nice 
e n o u g h  man.  But  all his psychiat r ic inst incts were wrong.  I was 
in t r a i n i ng at the t ime,  and the f i rst  coupl e  of  m o n t h s  of  my res­
idency were terr ibly confus ing unt i l  I real ized that  Dr. Bumbl es  
was usual ly wrong.  As soon as I di scovered that ,  he b e c a me  very 
useful  to me as a negat ive role mode l  — an e xampl e  of  what  not  
to d o .

Usually,  I could tell what  was the r ight  t h ing to do by c o m­
par i ng  my profess ional  j u d g m e n t s  to Dr. Bumbl es ' s  t hinking.  I f  
I went  to him and said, "Well,  this man  is d i agnosed  as schizo­
phr en i c  and he kind of  looks s ch i zophr eni c ,  but  he doesn ' t  
qui te act like a s ch i zophr en i c  . . . "  and Dr. Bumbl es  said,  "Oh,  
def ini t e ly  — a classic case of  s ch i zophreni a , "  I knew I was r ight  to 
d o u b t  the diagnosis .  Or i f  I said,  "This pa t i en t  doesn ' t  look 
s ch i zophr eni c ,  but  I w o n d e r  i f  he may be,  because  of  how he 
acts," and Dr. Bumbl es  r e s p o n d e d ,  "Oh,  no ques t ion,  he is not  
s ch i zophreni c , "  I knew t hen  I was r ight  to suspect  s c h i z ophr e ­
nia.

So in l ea rn i ng  f rom others ,  one mus t  keenly perceive the 
nua nc e s  that  al low us to di s t ingui sh be t ween  good and bad 
t eachers .  Because they fail to make  such di s t inct ions,  many  p e o ­
ple develop neur oses  wh e n  they have had bad role model s  but  
feel they mus t  behave the same way as thei r  pa ren t s  or o t her  in­
f luent ial  adul ts  did.  F r om some elderly pat i ent s ,  for exa mpl e ,  I 
have l ea r ned  a great  deal  about  what  I don ' t  want  for myself.  To 
me,  one of  the saddes t  sights in the wor ld is old peop l e  still try­
ing to live life as usual  and cont rol  thei r  affairs when  t hey ' r e  no 
l onge r  c o m p e t e n t  to do so. Usual ly these peop l e  have in no way 
p r e p a r e d  for serious aging and death.  They have b e c o me  stuck. 
Many will co n t i n u e  to try to ma i n t a i n  a house  wi t hou t  mu c h  
help.  They will have p a p e r wo r k  st rewn all over  the place,  and 
thei r  affairs Will be in total  disorder.

Al mos t  paradoxical ly,  it was these pat i ent s ,  who could not  
give up cont rol ,  w h o m I of ten had to send into nur s i ng  homes  
against  thei r  will. It was a terr ibly painful  t h ing to have to do.  
Had  these pat i ent s  been  wil l ing to sit back and l earn to let o t h ­
ers do for t hem,  they could have enjoyed thei r  last years at
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home .  But  it was precisely because  they refused to l earn how to 
give up any cont rol  that  t hei r  lives be c a me  such shambles .  I and 
thei r  famil ies had to wrest  cont rol  f rom t h e m and place t h e m in 
inst i tut ional  set t ings wher e  they woul d  be t aken care of  wh e t h e r  
they l iked it or not.

It is f rom these poor  souls,  as negat ive role model s ,  that  I 
have l ea rned  to pray almost  daily t h a t  when  my t ime comes  I will 
be be t t er  p r e p a r e d  and able to give up wha t ever  cont rol  I need 
to. In fact, I have al ready b e g u n  to l earn to do so. I only worry 
that  this l ea r n i ng  will not  cont i nue .

GROUP LEARNING

Co n t i n u i n g  to l earn is a ma t t e r  of  great  i mp o r t a n c e  not  only for 
individuals  but  also for groups .  I have spoken  of  the "empt i ­
ness" involved in g r oup  l earning,  and the dea t h  t hroes  that  e n ­
tire g r oups  will go t h r o u g h  in the process  of  "unl earni ng. "  It is 
a p h e n o m e n o n  I have wi tnessed many t imes.  For  the past  dozen 
years,  the great es t  adven t u r e  of  my professional  l i f e  — and l earn­
i n g  — has come  f rom wor k i ng  wi th other s  in the F o u n d a t i o n  for 
C o mmu n i t y  E n c o u r a g e m e n t  (FCE).  It is the mission of  FCE to 
teach the pr incipl es  of  communi t y ,  by whi ch we m e a n  the p r i n ­
ciples of  heal thy c o m m u n i c a t i o n  wi thin and be t ween  groups .  
FCE teaches groups  how to be heal thy and "whole"  — even "holy."

Wh e n  gr oups  are.  heal thy,  thei r  individual  m e m b e r s  are 
in an e n v i r o n m e n t  whe r e  they can l earn mor e  effectively and 
ef f i c i ent ly  — about  themselves  and o t he r  p e o p l e  — t han  in any 
o t he r  place.  The g r oup  itself also learns.  A l t h o u g h  it takes a 
great  deal  of  work,  i nc l ud i ng  the work of  u n l e a r n i n g ,  a g r oup  
can deve lop a consc i ousness  of  its own whi ch is wiser  and 
great er  t han  the sum of  its individual  me mb e r s .  Such groups  
can b e c o me  ext r aordi nar i l y  effective dec i s i on- maki ng  bodies.

Because  heal thy gr oups  can be so ext r aordi nar i l y  p r o d u c ­
tive in address i ng  ex t r emel y  c o mpl e x  issues,  FCE is worki ng  
more  and mor e  in businesses  and o t he r  organizat ions .  We have 
l ea rned  to bui ld t e mp o r a r y  c o mmu n i t i e s  in such or gani za t i ons



136

for the p u r pos e  of  col l aborat ive deci s ion making.  I n d e e d ,  we 
have l ea rned  to do this very well.  Wh a t  we are s t ruggl ing with 
now is l ea rn i ng  how to help these or gani za t i ons  develop the ca­
pacity to ma i n t a i n  the i ngr ed i en t s  of  c o mmu n i t y  on thei r  own 
after FCE' s i n t e r v e n t i o n  — to be what  we call a sustainable  c o m­
muni ty,  so that  such deci s ion ma k i ng  and heal thy g r oup  func­
t i oni ng can and will con t i nue  to occur  rout inely.

Our  work at FCE has doveta i l ed with that  of  Pet er  Senge at 
the Or gani za t i ona l  Le a r n i n g  Cen t e r  of  the Massachuset t s  Inst i ­
tute of  Technology.  In his book,  The Fifth Discipline, Senge 
co i ned  the t e rm "learning organiza t ion , "  whi ch is synonymous  
wi th what  we at FCE call sustainable communi t y .  A l earn i ng  or­
ganiza t ion  mus t  be a communi t y .  A sustainable c o mmu n i t y  will 
be a l ea r n i ng  organizat ion.  The key issue,  however ,  is this ma t ­
ter of  c o n t i n u i n g  l earning.  It is comparat ive ly easy to help or­
ganiza t ions  l earn t emporar i l y,  when  they are facing some kind 
of  crisis. Wh a t  is not  so easy is to teach t hem how to l earn con ­
tinually.  We bel ieve that  g r oups  can begin to i nt egra t e  a new 
perspect ive  abou t  l ea rn i ng  when  it is seen as an oppor t un i t y  for 
individual  and col lect ive growth,  not  simply as a b u r d e n  to be 
t ol e r a t ed  such as the equi va l ent  o f  enro l l i ng  in ma n d a t o r y  
classes once  a year. We have ga i ned gl impses of  how to teach 
this,  but  only gl impses;  the field is a t rue frontier.

The r e  is great  r eason to bel ieve that  the ma t t e r  of  g r oup  
hea l t h  is even mor e  signif icant  than that  of  individual  heal th.  
Just  as individual s  mus t  c o n t i nue  to l earn in o r de r  to survive 
well,  so mus t  our  or gani za t i ons  and inst i tut ions.  The survival of  
our  civi l izat ion may well d e p e n d  u p o n  wh e t h e r  our  inst i tut ions 
can evolve into sus tainable  c o mmu n i t i e s  and hence  b e c o me  
o n go i ng  l ea r n i ng  organizat ions .





P A R T  I I

Wrestling with the 
Complexity of 
Everyday Life



C H A P T E R  4

Personal Life Choices

PART OF THE COMPLEXITY OF LIFE is that  at one and the same time 
we are individua ls ,  m e m b e r s  of  family and work organiza t ions ,  
and m e m b e r s  of  society. I n d e e d ,  it is a lmos t  a rb it rary to sepa­
rate these categor ies .  But it is some t imes  necessary to make  
such a rb it rary dis t inc t ions  in o rd e r  to talk ab ou t  anyth ing  in de­
tail and depth .  Th e re fo re ,  let me focus first u p o n  what  I believe 
to be the most  critical of  the many choices  tha t  we make  as in­
dividuals in our  hear ts  and minds.

As always, consc iousness  p recede s  choice;  wi thout  it, there  
is no choice.  Thus,  the single mos t  i m p o r t a n t  pe rsona l  choice 
that  we can make  in our  lives is the choice for ever- increasing  
consc iousness.  Consc iousness ,  however,  does not  make  choices 
easy. To the  contrary,  it mul t ipl ies the opt ions.

To give an exam ple  of  the complexi ty  of  choices ,  cons ider  
how we mi gh t  deal with our  anger.  In the m id b ra in ,  there  are 
col lect ions of  nerve cells or cen te rs  that  not  only govern but  ac­
tually p r o d u c e  our  powerful  emot io ns .  One  of  these is an anger  
center.  In Further Along the Road Less Traveled, I wrote tha t  the 
anger  cen te r  in h u m a n s  works in exactly the same way as it does 
in o th er  c rea tures .  It is basically a ter ri tor ial  m e c h a n is m ,  firing 
off w hen  any o th e r  c rea ture  impin ges  up o n  our  terri tory.  We 
are no dif ferent  from a dog f igh ting  a n o t h e r  dog tha t  wande rs  
into its terri tory,  except  tha t  for h u m a n  be ings def in i t ions of  
t e r r i to ry  — or b o u n d a r i e s  — are so c o m p le x  and mul t i face ted.  
Not  only do we have a geog raph ica l  t e rr i to ry  and b e c o m e  angry



when so m e o n e  comes  uninvi ted  on to our  p ro pe r ty  and starts 
p ick ing  our  f lowers,  but  we also have a psychological  terri tory,  
and we b eco m e  angry w heneve r  anyone  criticizes us. We also 
have a theologica l  or an ideological  terri tory,  and we tend  to b e ­
come angry w h e n e v e r  any one  casts aspers ions on our  be l ie f  sys­
tems,  even when the critic is a s t ranger  to us and speaking  into 
a m i c r o p h o n e  t h o u s a n d s  of  miles away.

Since our  anger  cen te r  is firing m uch  of the t ime,  and of­
ten very in a p p r o p r i a t e l y  — som et im es  on the basis of  perce ived ,  
r a th e r  than  actual ,  i n f r i n g e m e n t s  — we need  to be f lex ib le  in 
dea l ing  with si tuat ions tha t  easily provoke  our  wrath.  We must  
l ea rn  a whole  c om pl ex  set of  ways of  dea l ing  with anger.  So m e­
t imes we need  to think,  "My ang e r  is silly and im m a tu re .  It's my 
fault." Or som et im es  we should  c onc lu de ,  "This pe rson  did im­
pinge  u p o n  my terri tory,  but  it was an acc ident  and there ' s  no 
reason  to get angry abo ut  it." Or, "Well, he did violate my te r r i ­
tory a little bit, but  it's no big deal.  It's not  wor th  blowing up 
about ."  But every once  in a while,  after we th ink  ab ou t  it for a 
couple  of  days, we may discern tha t  so m e o n e  really did seri­
ously violate our  terri tory.  T h en  it may be necessary to go to 
tha t  pe rs on  and say, "Listen, I've got a real bo ne  to pick with 
you." And som et im es  it migh t  even be necessary to get angry 
immedi a t e ly  and blast  tha t  pe r so n  r ight  on the  spot.

So there  are at least five dif fe rent  ways to r e s p o n d  when 
we 're  angry. And not  only do we need  to know th em ,  we also 
have to learn  which  re sp ons e  is a p p r o p r i a t e  in any given situa­
tion. This requi res  e x t r aor d in a ry  consc iousness  o f  what  is going 
on both  inside and outs ide  of  ourselves.  It  is no w o n d e r  that  
very few peop le  learn how to deal well with the i r  anger  before 
they are into the i r  thir t ies or forties,  and many never  learn to 
do so constructively.

In fact, it is the ability to learn how to deal with all the 
probl em s and cha l lenge s  of  life in a cons truc t ive  m a n n e r  that  
defines psychospi r i tua l  p rogress .  Conversely,  tha t  which  refuses 
progress  is in opp os i t i on  to our  growth  and ul t imate ly self­
destructive.
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THE PATH OF SMART SELFISHNESS VERSUS 
THE PATH OF STUPID SELFISHNESS

To grow, we must  l ea rn  to di scern be tween  that  which  is self­
destruct ive and that  which is self-constructive.  W h e n  I was in 
prac t ice ,  I would  no long er  allow any of  my pa t ien ts  to use the 
word  "unselfish" after abo ut  five sessions. I would  tell the m  that  
I was a totally selfish h u m a n  be ing  who had never  done  any­
thing  for anyone  or anyth ing  else. W h e n  I wate red  my flowers, 
I did not  say to th em ,  "Oh, look, flowers, what  I 'm doing  for 
you. You ou g h t  to be grateful to me." I was doing  it because  I 
l iked pret ty flowers. Similarly, when  I e x t e n d e d  myself  for one 
of  my ch i l d ren  it was because  I liked to have an image of  myself 
in my m ind  as a reasonably  d e c e n t  father  and a reasonably h o n ­
est man.  In o rd e r  to m a in ta in  those  two images side by side with 
any integrity,  every so often I had to ex te nd  m y s e l f  beyon d what  
I mi ght  normal ly  feel like doing .  Besides,  I also like pret ty chil­
dren.

The t ru th  is tha t  we rarely do anyth ing  wi th ou t  some gain 
or benef i t  to ourselves,  however small or subtle.  Making  a do ­
na t ion  to chari ty he lps  me feel good.  S o m e o n e  who claims to 
be "sacrificing" a well-paying j o b  r ight  out  of  u n d e r g r a d u a t e  
school in o r d e r  to go on to law school so she can "bet ter  serve 
society" is also be t te r  serving herself. A w o m a n  who "sacrifices" 
by staying at h o m e  to raise her ch i ld re n  r a th e r  tha n  going out  
to work may do so because  she "believes in family," but  she also 
personal ly  benefi ts  from this decision.  We can look at mon ks  
and nuns and think,  "God, how unselfish they are. Look at all 
that  they have sacrificed: sex, family life, persona l  p rope r ty
ownersh ip ,  and,  in some ways, even a u t o n o m y  over the ir  own 
lives." But they are in it for the same selfish reason  as anyone  
else. They have dec ide d  that  for th e m  tha t  is the best  pa th  to ­
ward joy.

So selfishness isn' t  always a simple matter.  W ha t  I would do 
was ask of  my pa t ien ts  that  they dis t inguish  be tween  the pa th  of  
smart  selfishness and the pa th  of  stupid selfishness. The path of
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stupid selfishness is trying to avoid all pain.  The path of  smart  
selfishness is trying to di scern which pain or suffering,  par t ic u­
larly e m ot io na l  suffering, is const ruc t ive  and which  is u n c o n ­
structive.  Because  I wri te a grea t  deal abo ut  pain and suffering 
and discipline,  a lot of  people  think I am some kind of  pain freak. 
I am not  a pain freak, I am a joy  freak. I see no value whatsoever  
is un con s t ru c t iv e  suffering. I f  I have an ord in ary  h e a d a c h e  the 
very first  th ing  I am going  to do is get myself  two super -s t rength  
un capsul ized  a c e t a m i n o p h e n s .  Th e re  is no vir tue i n h e r e n t  in 
tha t  h e a d a c h e ,  e i ther  per  se or to me. I see absolute ly no value 
in such un con s t ru c t iv e  suffering. On the o th e r  hand ,  there  are 
types of  suffering in this life from which  we have many con ­
structive things to learn.

My p re fe r r ed  words  for "construct ive" and " u n c o n s t r u c ­
tive" are,  respectively,  "existential" and "neuro tic ."  Existential  
suffering is an i n h e r e n t  par t  of  existence and c a n n o t  be legiti­
mate ly a v oi ded  — for exa m ple ,  the suffering involved in grow­
ing up and le arn in g  to be i n d e p e n d e n t ;  the suffering involved 
in learn in g  how to b eco m e  i n t e r d e p e n d e n t  and even d e p e n ­
dent  again; the suffering tha t  is associated with loss and giving 
up; the suffering of  old age and dying. Fro m all these kinds of  
suffering we have a grea t  deal to learn.  N e u ro t i c  suffering,  on 
the o th e r  hand ,  is tha t  e m ot io na l  suffering which  is not  an in­
h e r e n t  par t  o f  exis tence.  It is un cons t ruc t iv e  and unnecessary,  
and r a the r  tha n  e n h a n c i n g  our  exis tence  im pedes  it. W ha t  we 
need  to do with ne uro t i c  suffering is get rid of  it j u s t  as quickly 
as possible because  it is like car rying n ine ty-eigh t  golf  clubs 
a r o u n d  the course w he n  all you need  is ten or twelve to play a 
perfectly good  game. It is j u s t  so m u c h  excess baggage .

Fifty years ago,  w hen  Fre ud ' s  theories  f irst  f i l tered down to 
the inte l l igen ts ia (and were m is in te rp re te d ,  as so often h a p ­
pens) , there  were a large n u m b e r  of  avant -garde  pa ren ts  who,  
having lea rn ed  tha t  guilt  feelings could have so m e th in g  to do 
with neurose s ,  resolved tha t  they were going to raise guilt-free 
ch ildren.  Wha t  an awful th ing  to do to a child.  O ur  jai ls are 
f i l l ed with people  who are there  precisely because  they do not  
have any guilt, or do not  have e n o u g h  of  it. We need  a cer tain
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a m o u n t  of  guilt  in o rde r  to exist in society, and that 's  what  I call 
existential  guilt. I has ten  to stress, however,  that  too m u c h  guilt, 
r a th e r  tha n  e n h a n c i n g  our  exis tence ,  h in d e r s  it. N euro t ic  guilt  
is un necessa ry  and dep le te s  our  lives of  joy  and serenity.

Take a n o t h e r  painful  feeling: anxiety. A l t h o u g h  it may be 
painful ,  we need  a cer ta in  a m o u n t  of  anxiety to funct ion  well. 
For ins tance ,  i f  I had to give a speech  in New York City, I migh t  
be anxious  ab o u t  how to get the re ,  and my anxiety would p r o ­
pel me to look at a map.  I f  I had no anxiety,  I migh t  j u s t  take off 
and end up in Q ue b e c .  Meanwhi le ,  the re  are a t h o u s a n d  p e o ­
ple wai t ing to hear  me give a talk in New York City. So we need  
a cer tain a m o u n t  of  anxiety in o rd e r  to exist w e l l  — the kind of  
existential  anxiety tha t  p rope ls  us to consul t  maps.

But  once again,  the re  can be an a m o u n t  of  anxiety above 
and beyond that ,  which,  r a th e r  th an  e n h a n c i n g  our  exis tence ,  
im p e d e s  it. So I could th ink  to myself, "Suppos ing  I had a flat 
tire or got into an accident .  They drive awfully fast on the roads 
near  New York City. And even i f  I do m a n a g e  to get to the  place 
I was su ppose d  to lecture ,  I p robably  wo n ' t  be able to find a 
park in g  place.  I 'm sorry, people  in New York, but  it's beyond 
me." This kind of  ph ob ic  anxiety,  r a th e r  than  e n h a n c i n g  my ex­
istence,  limits it and is clearly neuro t ic .

We are natura lly  pa in-avoid ing  c rea tures .  But j u s t  as it 
would  be stupid to we lcome  all suffering, so it is s tupid to try to 
avoid all suffering. One  of  the basic choices  we make  in life is 
w h e t h e r  to follow the pa th  o f  smart  selfishness or try to avoid all 
p r o b le m s and take the pa th  of  stupid selfishness.  To do so, we 
must  l ea rn  how to make  this d is t inc t ion be tw een  neu ro t i c  and 
existential  suffering.

As I wro te  in The Road Less Traveled, life is difficult because  
it is a series of  p ro b le m s ,  and the process  of  co n f ro n t i n g  and 
solving p ro b le m s  is a painful  one.  Pr o b le m s,  d e p e n d i n g  on 
the ir  na tu re ,  evoke in us many u n c o m f o r t a b l e  feelings: frustra­
t ion,  grief, sadness,  lonel iness ,  guilt,  regret ,  anger,  fear, anxiety,  
anguish ,  or despair.  These  feel ings are often as painful  as any 
kind of  physical suffering. I n d e e d ,  it is because of  the pain that  
events or conflicts e n g e n d e r  in us tha t  we call th e m  prob lems.
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Yet it is in this whole  process  of  m e e t i n g  and solving p ro b le m s 
tha t  life f inds its m e a n i n g .  P ro b le m s  call forth our  co u rage  and 
wisdom;  in d eed ,  they c reate  our  co u rage  and  our  wisdom. 
P rob le m s are the cu t t ing  edge  tha t  d is t inguishes  be tween  suc­
cess and failure.  It is only because  of  p ro b l e m s  tha t  we grow 
menta l ly  and spiritually.

The  a l t e rn a t i v e  — not to m e e t  the d e m a n d s  of  life on life's 
t e rm s  — m eans  we will end up losing m o re  often than  not.  Most  
peopl e  a t t e m p t  to skirt p ro b le m s  r a th e r  tha n  m e e t  th e m  head-  
on. We a t t e m p t  to get out  o f  th e m  ra th e r  than  suffer t h r o u g h  
them.  I n d e e d ,  the te n d e n c y  to avoid p ro b le m s  and the e m o ­
tional  suffering i n h e r e n t  in th e m  is the pr imary  basis of  all psy­
chological  illness. And since mos t  o f  us have this t e n d e n c y  to a 
gr ea te r  or lesser deg re e ,  most  o f  us lack c o m p le te  menta l  
hea l th.  Those who are mos t  heal thy  learn  not  to dread  but  ac­
tually to w e lc om e  p robl em s.  A l t h o u g h  t r i u m p h  isn' t  g u a r a n ­
teed  each t ime we face a p r o b l e m  in life, those  who are wise are 
aware tha t  it is only t h r o u g h  the pain of  c o n f ro n t i n g  and re ­
solving p r o b le m s  tha t  we learn  and grow.

CHOICES OF RESPONSIBILITY

Most  pe o p le  who come  to see a p sy ch o th e rap is t  are suffering 
from e i th e r  a neuros i s  or what  is cal led a c h a ra c te r  disorder.  As 
ind ica ted  in The Road Less Traveled, these  con d i t io n s  are at root  
d i sord ers  of  responsibi l i ty:  the neu ro t ic  assumes  too m u c h  re­
sponsibility and the per son  with a charac te r  d i sorder  not  enough.  
As such,  they are oppos i te  styles of  re la t ing  to the wor ld  and its 
p r ob le m s.  W h e n  neu ro t ic s  are in confl ict  with the wor ld,  they 
au tomat ica l ly  assume tha t  they are at fault. W h e n  those  with 
ch a rac te r  d i sorders  are in confl ict  with the wor ld,  they a u t o ­
matical ly assume tha t  the wor ld is at fault.

Even the speech  pa t te rns  of  neu ro t ic s  and of  those  with 
cha ra c te r  d i sorders  are different .  The  speech  of  the neur o t ic  is 
no tab le  for such expres s ion s  as "I o u g h t  to," "I should," and "I 
shou ldn ' t , "  ind ica t ing ,  to some ex ten t ,  a self-image of  an infe-
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rior pe rson  who believes he or she is always falling shor t  of  the 
mark ,  always m a k in g  the wrong  choices.  The speech  of  a per son  
with a cha ra c te r  disorder ,  however,  relies heavily on "I can' t ," "I 
couldn ' t , "  "I have to," and "I had to," d e m o n s t r a t i n g  a self-image 
of  a be ing  who believes he or she has no power  of  choice,  and 
whose  behavior  is comple te ly  d i rec ted  by ex te rna l  forces totally 
beyond his or her  cont rol .

Before 1950, the te rm "charac te r  d i sorder" d id n ' t  exist as a 
separa te d iagnosis  or category.  Most  psychiatr ic d i sorders were 
called ne ur os e s ,  and ne u ro se s  were genera l ly divided into two 
categories:  ego-al ien and ego-syntonic.  An ego-al ien neuros is  
was one in which  the pe rson ' s  ego fought  aga inst  a p rob le m a t i c  
cond i t ion .  Since the individua l d id n ' t  want  to have the c o n d i ­
tion,  he was willing to work toward al leviating it. An ego-syntonic 
neurosi s ,  on the o th e r  hand ,  involves a c o n d i t i on  a per so n ' s  ego 
d o esn ' t  even want  to identify, m u c h  less see as p ro b le m a t i c  in 
his life.

While  I was an Army psychiatr is t  on the island of  Okinawa,  
I met two w o m e n ,  bo th  of  w h o m  had s t rong fears of  snakes.  
Many pe op le  have a fear of  snakes,  so this wasn ' t  unusua l  in it­
self. Wha t  m ade  thei r  fear p r o b l e m a t i c  — and p h o b ic  — was the 
deg ree  of  in capac i ta t ion  caused by it. To say the least, when  
daily rou t ine s  are in t e r r u p t e d  or negle c t ed  because  of  fear, it 
creates difficulties in many aspects o f  the pe rson ' s  life.

Ok ina wa  was a na tura l  place to see such phobia s  because  of  
the d r e a d e d  habu ,  a snake u n iq u e  to the island. It's p o is onous ,  
and its size falls so m e w h e re  be tween  tha t  of  a large rat t le r  and a 
small py thon .  It also sleeps only du r in g  the day, which  means  
that  it does its r o a m i n g  at night.  Th e re  were abou t  100,000 
A m er ican s  at Okinawa  at the t ime;  only a b o u t  once in two years 
was one  b it ten  by a habu ,  and ha l f  o f  those bi t t en had been  
walking out  in the j u n g l e  at night ,  not  a ro u n d  the Army hous ing  
sections.  A d e q u a t e  in fo rm a t io n  was d i spensed .  All A m er ic ans  
were told abo ut  the snake,  and all the hospi tals  had the ne ces­
sary an t i tox ins  to t rea t  bites. Overal l ,  not  one  A m e r i c a n  had ac­
tually be en  kil led by a snake for years.

The f ir s t  w o m a n ,  who was in he r  early thir t ies,  came to see
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me at my office. "I've got this fear of  snakes and I know it's 
r id iculous," she said. "But I wo n ' t  go out  at night .  I can ' t  take 
my ch i l dren  out  to the movies at n igh t  and I won ' t  go to a club 
with my h u s b a n d  at night .  It's really silly o f  me, because  I know 
tha t  hardly any one  gets bi t ten.  I feel so stupid." As he r  language  
sugges ted,  her  p h o b ia  was ego-alien:  it d id n ' t  fit with her self­
image and was th erefore  conflict ual to her. A l t h o u g h  she was 
h o u s e b o u n d  most  o f  the t ime and especial ly fearful o f  going 
out  at night ,  she was will ing to ack nowledg e  tha t  this was a p r o b ­
lem in her  life, and she wan ted  to find ways to lessen her  fear so 
tha t  it would  no t  inte r fe re  with all her activities.

Freud  f i r s t  po in te d  out  tha t  phobia s  are often d isp lace­
me nt s  from a real fear. W ha t  we found  in the rapy  was tha t  this 
w o m a n  had never  faced up to existential  issues involving her 
fear o f  dea th  and fear of  evil. O nce  she started dea l ing  with 
such issues, a l t h o u g h  she still r e m a i n e d  t imid,  she was able to 
go out  at n igh t  with her  h u s b a n d  and ch ildren .  T hanks  to t rea t ­
men t ,  by the t ime she was p r e p a r i n g  to leave Okinawa,  she was 
on the pa th  of  growth.

I l e a rn ed  ab o u t  the second  w om an 's  fear of  snakes only 
when  I bega n  talking to her  toward the end of  a d i n n e r  party 
she hosted .  She was in her forties and the wife of  an executive.  
In talking with her, I l e a rn ed  tha t  she had b e c o m e  a recluse.  
She m e n t i o n e d  with e n th u s i a sm  how m u c h  she looked  forward 
to going  back to the U n i t e d  States, since she was h o u s e b o u n d  
in Okinawa.  "I can ' t  go out  because  of  those  hor r ib le  snakes," 
she said. She knew tha t  o th er  peop le  m a n a g e d  to go out  at 
night ,  but  said, "If they want  to be stupid,  that ' s  the ir  p roble m. "  
Moreover ,  she b la m ed  the A m e r ic a n  g o v e r n m e n t  and the is­
land for her  p r o b l e m  because  "they should  be do ing  more  
about  those hor r ib le  snakes." As is typical of  those  with phobias  
that  are ego-syntonic,  she d id n ' t  see the fear as be ing  her p r o b ­
lem. She never  soug ht  out  t r e a t m e n t  even t h o u g h  the c r ippl ing 
c o n s e q u e n c e s  of  her  fear were evident .  She had al lowed her 
ph ob ia  to totally get in the way of living a fuller life. She refused 
to a t tend  any social g a th e r in gs  away from home  — e v e n  those
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t h a t  w e r e  i m p o r t a n t  t o  h e r  h u s b a n d ' s  j o b  — a n d  s h e  d i d n ' t  s e e m  

t o  c o n s i d e r  h o w  t h i s  m i g h t  j e o p a r d i z e  h i s  c a r e e r .

A s  t h e s e  t w o  c a s e s  d e m o n s t r a t e ,  n e u r o t i c s  a r e  r e l a t i v e l y  

e a s y  t o  w o r k  w i t h  i n  p s y c h o t h e r a p y  b e c a u s e  t h e y  a s s u m e  r e ­

s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  t h e i r  d i f f i c u l t i e s  a n d  t h e r e f o r e  s e e  t h e m s e l v e s  as  

h a v i n g  p r o b l e m s .  T h o s e  w i t h  c h a r a c t e r  d i s o r d e r s  a r e  m u c h  

m o r e  d i f f i c u l t  t o  w o r k  w i t h ,  b e c a u s e  t h e y  d o n ' t  s e e  t h e m s e l v e s  

a s  t h e  s o u r c e  o f  t h e i r  p r o b l e m s ;  t h e y  s e e  t h e  w o r l d  r a t h e r  t h a n  

t h e m s e l v e s  a s  b e i n g  i n  n e e d  o f  c h a n g e ,  a n d  t h e r e f o r e  fai l  t o  r e c ­

o g n i z e  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  f o r  s e l f - e x a m i n a t i o n .

T h u s ,  a s i g n i f i c a n t  p a r t  o f  t h e  e x i s t e n t i a l  s u f f e r i n g  o f  l i fe is 

t h e  s u f f e r i n g  i n v o l v e d  i n  c o n s t a n t l y  d i s c e r n i n g  — o r  c h o o s i n g  —  

w h a t  w e  a r e  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  a n d  w h a t  w e  a r e  n o t  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  

a n d  m a i n t a i n i n g  a h e a l t h y  b a l a n c e .  O b v i o u s l y ,  t h e  c h a r a c t e r -  

d i s o r d e r e d  p e r s o n  a v o i d s  t h a t  e x i s t e n t i a l  s u f f e r i n g .  W h a t  m a y  

n o t  be  so  o b v i o u s  i s  t h a t  t h e  n e u r o t i c  a l s o  d o e s .  B y  s i m p l y  a s ­

s u m i n g  t h a t  e v e r y t h i n g  i s  h e r  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ,  s h e  wi l l  u l t i m a t e l y  

s u f f e r  m o r e  t h r o u g h  n e u r o t i c  s u f f e r i n g  — e v e n  t h o u g h  s h e  d o e s  

a v o i d  t h e  e x i s t e n t i a l  s u f f e r i n g  o f  h a v i n g  t o  m a k e  c h o i c e s ,  t h e  

k i n d  o f  s u f f e r i n g  t h a t  m a y  b e  i n v o l v e d  i n  s a y i n g  t o  p e o p l e ,  " No !  

I ' m  d r a w i n g  a l i n e . "

T h e  p r o b l e m  o f  d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  w h a t  w e  a r e  a n d  a r e  n o t  r e ­

s p o n s i b l e  f o r  i n  t h i s  l i fe i s  o n e  o f  t h e  c o n t i n u i n g  c h a l l e n g e s  o f  

h u m a n  e x i s t e n c e .  I t  i s  n e v e r  c o m p l e t e l y  r e s o l v e d  f o r  al l  t i m e .  

W e  m u s t  c o n t i n u a l l y  a s s e s s  a n d  r e a s s e s s  w h e r e  o u r  r e s p o n s i b i l i ­

t i e s  l ie i n  t h e  e v e r - c h a n g i n g  c o u r s e  o f  e v e n t s  t h a t  s h a p e  o u r  

l i ves .  T h e r e  i s n o  f o r m u l a  f o r  h o w  t o  d o  it. E a c h  s i t u a t i o n  i s  n e w  

a n d  w e  m u s t  d i s c e r n  al l  o v e r  a g a i n  t h e  c h o i c e  o f  w h a t  w e  a r e  a n d  

a r e  n o t  r e s p o n s i b l e  for.  I t  i s  o n e  t h a t  w e  m u s t  m a k e  t h o u s a n d s  

u p o n  t h o u s a n d s  o f  t i m e s ,  a l m o s t  u p  u n t i l  t h e  v e r y  d a y  w e  d i e .

CHOICES OF SUBMISSION

D i s c i p l i n e  i s t h e  m e a n s  f o r  s o l v i n g  l i f e ' s  p r o b l e m s .  Al l  d i s c i p l i n e  

i s  a f o r m  o f  s u b m i s s i o n .  T h e  d i s c i p l i n e  t o  d i s c e r n  w h a t  w e  a r e  or
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are not  respons ib le  for is mos t  crucial ,  since we must  go th r o u g h  
the existent ial  suffering of  choos in g  w hen and what  to submi t  
to and what  not  to submit  to, w h e t h e r  tha t  is our  own ego,  love, 
God,  or even the forces of  evil.

For  ins tance ,  w he n  we are young,  we more  or less have to 
submi t  to our  pa ren ts  or o th er  caretakers .  But as we grow into 
a d u l t h o o d ,  we have to make  decisions abo ut  when  and how 
to submi t  to our  pa ren ts  and when and how not  to — and par ­
ticularly to thei r  values.  Not  all submiss ion is good.  To totally 
submi t  to one 's  pa ren ts  in a d u l t h o o d  would be destruc tive,  
every bit as dest ruct ive as to submi t  to a cult. We must  figure out  
to what  e x t en t  we are go ing  to submit  to society and to what  
ex te n t  we are going  to d i sagree with society, ju s t  as we 
mus t  choose  our  values every step of  the way. Ult imately,  we 
have to choose  w h e t h e r  or not  to submit  to God and ,  ind eed ,  
even choose  the kind of  God tha t  we are go ing to submi t  to.

The te rm "h igher  power" f ir st  a p p e a r e d  in, or at least was 
initially p o pu la r iz ed  by, the Twelve Steps of  Alcohol ics A n o n y ­
mous.  In A World Waiting to Be Born, I wrote  tha t  the te rm im­
plies tha t  there  is so m e th in g  "higher" than  us as individuals  and 
tha t  it is a p p r o p r ia te  to submit  ourselves to tha t  so m e th in g  
higher ,  be it love, light, t ru th ,  or God.  "Thy will, not  mine ,  be 
do ne "  is a g lorious express ion  of  desire for such submission,  
and the key word  is "will." Submiss ion  implies  an effective sub­
mission  of  the h u m a n  will to so m e th in g  h ig h e r  tha n  itself. "God 
is light, God is love, God is t ruth." People  need  not  be believers 
in God,  but  i f  they are to be healthy,  they mus t  submit  t h e m ­
selves to these a t t r ibu tes of  God.

Submiss ion  to the l ight m ig h t  be def ined as submiss ion  to 
the choice of  consc iousness  and hence ,  s ig h t  — both exte rna l  
sight and,  part icularly,  insight.  T h e n  there  is the choice  of  
w h e t h e r  to submi t  to love or n o t  — th a t  is, the dec is ion  w h e th e r  
to ex te nd  or no t  ex t end  oneself. This is not  simplistic.  Love is 
often very subtle and myster ious.  In The Road Less Traveled, I de­
fined love as the will to ex te nd  onese l f  for the p u rpos e  of  n u r ­
tur ing  one 's  own or a n o th e r ' s  spiri tual growth.  This defini t ion 
is an a c k n o w l e d g m e n t  tha t  love is far b r o a d e r  than  ro m a n c e ,
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ma rr ia ge ,  or pa re n t in g .  Monks  and nun s ,  for ex am p le ,  d o n ' t  
have those ,  but  many are grea t  lovers in the true sense of  the 
word.

Th e re  are n u m e r o u s  p a rad o x es  related to love tha t  test the 
myths and c o m m o n  th in k in g  in ou r  cul ture.  In the sect ion on 
love in The Road Less Traveled, I found  I had to begin by speak­
ing of  all the things  tha t  g e n u in e  love is not (such as ro m a n c e )  
in o rd e r  to c o m b a t  our  cul tural  s tereotypes.  For ins tance ,  we 
have all be en  told tha t  it's be t te r  to give tha n  to receive.  I b e ­
lieve it would be m ore  a p p r o p r ia te  to say tha t  it's j u s t  as good to 
receive as it is to give. Yet many have neu ro t ic  guilt  over this is­
sue and feel co m p e l l e d  to live up to cul tural  or rel igious ideals 
abou t  chari ty tha t  potent ia l ly p r o m o t e  m ore  bi t te rness and fric­
t ion tha n  love in the true sense.

One  reason  peop le  have a ha rd  t ime receiving is that  they 
feel m a n i p u l a t e d ,  as if  they will forever  owe s o m eone .  In the 
ear l ie r  years of  our marr iage  Lily and I m a i n t a i n e d  what  we 
came to call a guilt  bank.  W h e n e v e r  I did so m e th in g  for Lily, 
tha t  m e a n t  I had mo ne y  in the guilt  bank.  W h e n  she did s om e­
th ing  for me, my a c c o u n t  (my wor th)  d r o p p e d .  Like many cou­
ples, it took us years to learn ourselves out  of  this silliness. For 
some pe opl e ,  it's even obl igatory to d i s cou n t  any c o m p l i m e n ts  
or good  news due to u p b r i n g i n g  and cul ture.  The  inabili ty to 
receive love is a lmost  as dest ruct ive as the inabili ty to give it.

We have also been taught  that  "love is gentle,  love is kind" —  
and yet th er e  are t imes w hen  we must  display what  is called 
tou gh  love. Love is often am b ig u o u s ;  some t imes  it requi res  te n ­
derness  and some t imes  it requi res  be ing  stern.  The reality is 
that  we c a n n o t  love well i f  we are cons tant ly  e x t e n d i n g  our ­
selves to o thers  and not  n u r t u r i n g  ourselves.  Submiss ion  to love 
does no t  m e a n  being  a d oo rm a t .  Jus t  as t h r o u g h o u t  our  lives we 
must  choose  what  is and what  is not  our  responsibil i ty,  so we 
must  also choose ,  even if we are subm i t t ed  to love, w he n  to love 
o thers  and w hen to love ourselves.

I bel ieve the key of  loving is to work on oneself.  We can' t  
begin to love o the rs  well until  we lovingly work on ourselves.  In 
many re la t ionsh ips ,  you will find pe op le  trying to heal and c on ­
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vert  each o th e r  in the name  of  love. O ur  a t t empts  to heal and 
conver t  a n o t h e r  are usually selfish, cont ro l l i ng ,  and nonlo vin g  
despi te  all the ways we migh t  th ink  otherwise .  Again,  over the 
years of  our own ma rr ia ge ,  Lily and I had to work qui te hard  on 
hea l ing  ourselves of  our  ne ed  to cha nge  each o th e r  to arrive at 
tha t  kind of  love which  co m b in e s  a c cep ta n ce  and u n d e r s t a n d ­
ing.

Because  of  cul tural  i n d o c t r in a t i o n ,  many pe op le  equa te  
love with do ing:  they feel they have to do so m e th in g  simply be­
cause of  the ir  own or o the rs '  expec ta t io ns .  The  p a r a d o x  is that  
many t i m e s  j u s t  do ing  n o t h i n g  — ju s t  be ing  who you are ra ther  
than  constant ly  focusing on what  you do  — is the m ore  loving 
app ro a c h .  For exam pl e ,  n o t h i n g  is m ore  fun for me than  dis­
cussing theology,  but  one  of  the loving things I did was refrain 
from talking to my ch i ld ren  m uch  about  theo logy  because  it 
would have be en  p re a c h i n g  to th e m  in a way tha t  was intrusive.  
In my novel The Friendly Snowflake, the p r e t e e n  Je n n y  asks her 
father if  he believes in an afterlife. His reply is "There  are cer­
tain ques t ions  so i m p o r t a n t  tha t  pe op le  o u g h t  to f igure out  the 
answer for themselves . " In this case, his w i t h h o ld in g  of  his o p in ­
ion was a very loving and respectful  act toward his daughter .

And the n  the re  is the m a t te r  of  submiss ion  to t ruth,  which  
is far more  c o m p le x  and d e m a n d i n g  tha n  mere ly accep t ing  
scientifically prov en  facts or fol lowing the scientific m e t h o d  in 
a laboratory.  In The Road Less Traveled, I listed d e d ic a t io n  to re­
al i ty — to the t r u t h  — as one  of  the four basic discipl ines of  living 
well. Speaking  of  this di scipl ine,  I no te d  tha t  occasional ly with­
h o ld in g  a p o r t i o n  of  the t ru th  may be the loving th ing  to do. 
But  even this tiny bit of  "fudging" with the t ru th  is so potent ia l ly 
d a n g e r o u s  tha t  I felt co m p e l l e d  to offer s t r ing en t  cr i ter ia  for 
those  relatively few t imes when  the tel l ing of  little white lies 
mi gh t  be permissible.  The fact is tha t  w i th h o ld in g  a key piece of  
t ru th  from o thers  is often at least as deceptive  as an o u t r ig h t  
black lie. Such lying is not  j u s t  unloving;  it is ul t imate ly hateful.  
Every ins tance  of  it adds to the darkness  and confus ion in the 
world.  Conversely,  speaking  the t r u t h  — par t icu la r ly  w he n  it re ­
quires some risk to do so — is an act o f  love. It d im in ishes  the
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darkness  and confusion ,  increas ing  the l ight the world so des­
pera te ly  needs.

W h e n  we lie, we are usually a t t e m p t i n g  to avoid re sp ons i ­
bility for our act ions and what  we imagine  to be the i r  painful 
co n se q u e n c e s .  I am forever grateful  to my paren ts  for t e ach in g  
me du r in g  c h i l d h o o d  a mos t  pithy and powerful  expression : 
"face the music. " M e a n in g ,  face up to the con se q u e n c e s ;  d o n ' t  
cover up; d o n ' t  lie; live in the light. While  the m e a n i n g  is clear, 
it only occurs  to me now tha t  it is a so me wha t  s t range  ex p re s ­
sion. Why "music"? Why should  facing up to so m e th in g  p o t e n ­
tially painful  be cal led facing music w hen  we normal ly  th ink  of  
music as p le asurab le  and lovely? I d o n ' t  know. I d o n ' t  know how 
the express ion  or ig ina ted .  But  p e rh a p s  the choice of  word is 
deep  and mystically app ro p r ia te .  For w hen  we do submi t  o u r ­
selves to the dictates of  honesty,  we are in h a r m o n y  with reality, 
and our  lives, a l t h o u g h  never painless,  will b e c o m e  increasing ly 
melodic .

I have been  speaking  of the choice  for t ru th  as i f  lying were 
s o m e th in g  we pr imari ly  do to others.  N o t  so. O ur  even grea te r  
proclivity is for lying to ourselves.  O f  course the two types of  dis­
honesty feed off each o th e r  in an ever-escalat ing orgy of  d e c e p ­
tion. But  while we can deceive some of  the pe op le  some of  the 
t ime,  our  capacity for se lf -decept ion is potent ia l ly  un l i m i t e d  as 
long as we are will ing to pay the price of  evil or insanity. And 
these are ul t imate ly the costs. Se lf -decept ion is not  a m a t te r  of  
being  kind or gent le  with oneself; on the contrary,  it is as h a t e ­
ful as lying to o thers,  and for the same reason:  it adds to the 
darkness  and confus ion  of  the self, a u g m e n t i n g  the Shadow 
layer by layer. Conversely,  the choice  to be ho n es t  with onese l f  
is the choice  for psychospir i tua l  hea l th  and,  th er efore ,  the sin­
gle mos t  loving choice  we can ever make  for ourselves.

In the realm of  pe rsona l  belief, we are faced with many 
co m pl ex  choices ,  and the cer ta in t ies  of  science c a n n o t  readily 
be rel ied up on .  I f  we choose  to believe so m e th in g  is t rue ,  is it 
therefore  true? I f  so, sub mi t t i ng  to the t ru th  would be n o t h i n g  
more tha n  subm i t t ing  to ourselves.  Since God is syn onymous  
with t ru th ,  in choos ing  to submit  to God we are sub mi t t ing  to a
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t ru th  h i gh e r  tha n  ourselves.  In People o f the Lie, I wrote that  since 
we are en d o w e d  with the f reedom  to choose ,  we can submi t  to 
the wrong things.  I also exp la ine d  that  there  are only two states 
of  being:  submiss ion to God and goodne ss ,  or the refusal to 
submi t  to anyth ing  beyond one 's  will, which  automat ica l ly  en ­
slaves one  to the forces of  evil, to "the Fa th e r  of  Lies." And  I 
quote d  C. S. Lewis: "There is no neut ra l  g r o u n d  in the universe:  
every square inch,  every split second  is c la imed by God and 
c o u n t e r c l a i m e d  by Satan." Pe rh ap s  we may feel that  we can 
stand exactly be tween  God and the devil, u n c o m m i t t e d  e ither 
to goodn ess  or to evil. But "Not to choose  is to choose ."  Fence- 
s t raddl ing  eventual ly b eco m es  in to le rab le  and the choice o f  un- 
submiss ion  is ul t imately invalid.

CHOICES OF VOCATION

To most  peopl e ,  "vocation" simply me ans  what  one  does for a 
living, one 's  oc cu p a t i o n  or career. The secular  defini t ion  of  "vo­
cation" usually implies only i n c o m e - p r o d u c i n g  activity. The re ­
ligious def ini t ion,  however,  is m ore  literal and yet far more  
complex.  "Vocation" literally means  calling. The  religious m e a n ­
ing of  "vocation," there fo re ,  is what  one  is called to do,  which 
may or may not  co inc ide  with one 's  o ccup a t io n ,  with what  one 
is actually doing.

In this sense vocat ion implies a re la t ionsh ip .  For if  s o m e ­
one is called, so m e th in g  must  be doing  the calling. I believe 
this so m e th in g  is God.  God calls us h u m a n  b e i n g s  — w he th e r  
skeptics or believers,  w h e t h e r  Chr is t ian or not  — to certain,  of­
ten very specific activities. F u r t h e r m o r e ,  since God relates with 
us as individuals ,  this m a t te r  of  cal l ing is utterly individual ized.  
Wha t  God calls me to do is not  at all necessari ly what  God is call­
ing you to d o .

It is quite obvious tha t  while one pe rs on  may be called to 
be a hom em ake r ,  a n o th e r  may be called to be a lawyer, a scientist, 
or an adver t i s ing  execut ive.  Th e re  are dif ferent  kinds of  career
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callings; for many pe op le ,  th er e  are sequent ia l  callings.  Midlife 
is often a t ime when there  is a c h a n g e  in career.  But  what  is less 
obvious are the spiri tual and ethical  issues relevant  to one 's  vo­
cat ion,  cause,  or p roduc t .  As a scientist ,  am I called to work on 
we apo ns  de ve lo p m e n t?  As a lawyer, am I cal led to defend  so m e­
one  I suspec t  is guilty? As a gynecologis t ,  do I or do I not  pe r ­
form abort ions?

Jus t  as some discover tha t  cer ta in aspects o f  the i r  vocat ion 
do not  fit or feel r ight  to the m ,  o thers  spend  y e a r s  — even a life­
t i m e  — f lee ing  thei r  t rue  vocat ion.  A forty-year-old se rgeant  ma ­

j o r  in the Army once  consul ted  me for a mild depr e ss io n  that  
he ascr ibed  to his re a s s ig n m e n t  to Germany,  u p c o m i n g  in two 
weeks.  He and his family were sick and t ired of  moving,  he 
cla imed.  It was unusua l  for to p - r ank in g  enl is ted  me n (or offi­
cers) to seek psychiatr ic consul t a t ion ,  especial ly for such a mi­
nor  cond i t i on .  Several o th e r  things  were also ex t r ao rd in a ry  
abou t  this man.  People  do not  get to be se rgeants  major  wi th­
out  cons id erab le  inte l l igence  and c o m p e t e n c e ,  but  my pa t ien t  
e x u d e d  wit and gentil i ty as well. S o m e h o w  I was not  surpr i sed  to 
learn tha t  pa in t in g  was his hobby.  He struck me as be ing  artis­
tic. After he told me he had been  in the service for twenty-two 
years,  I asked him,  "Since yo u ' re  so fed up with moving ,  why 
d o n ' t  you retire?"

"I w o u l d n ' t  know what to do with myself," he repl ied.
"You could pa int  as m u c h  as you wanted ,"  I suggested.
"No, that ' s  ju s t  a hobby," he said. "It's not  so m e th in g  I 

could make  a living at."
Having  no idea of  his talent ,  I was not  in a pos i t ion  to rebu t  

him on tha t  score,  but  the re  were o th e r  ways to p ro b e  his resis­
tance.  "You 're  an obviously in tel l igen t  man with a fine track 
record," I cou n te re d .  "You could get lots o f  good  jobs ."

"I have n ' t  been  to college," he said, "and I 'm not  cut out  
for selling insur ance ."  At the sugges t ion  that  he co ns i de r  going 
back to college and live on his r e t i r e m e n t  pay, he re sp o n d ed :  
"No, I 'm too old. I w o u ld n ' t  feel r ight  a r o u n d  a b u n c h  of  kids."

I r equ es t ed  that  he br ing samples  of  his most  r ecen t  paint-
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ings to our  next  a p p o i n t m e n t  the fol lowing week. He b r o u g h t  
two, an oil and a watercolor .  Both were magnif icent .  They were 
m o d e r n ,  imagina t ive,  even f lamboyant ,  with an ex t rao rd inar i ly  
effective use of  shape ,  shade ,  and color. W h e n  I in qu i r ed ,  he 
said tha t  he did th ree  or four pa in t ings  a year but  never at­
t e m p t e d  to sell any of  th em ,  only gave th e m  away to friends.

"Look," I said, "you've got real talent .  I know it's a c o m p e t ­
itive field, but  these  are salable. Pa in t in g  o u g h t  to be more  than  

j u s t  a hobby for you."
"Talent 's  a subjective j u d g m e n t , "  he d e m u r r e d .
"So I 'm the only one  who' s  ever told you you have real tal­

ent?"
"No, but  i f  you keep  looking  up in the sky, your  feet are 

b o u n d  to stumble ."
I then  told h im it seem ed  obvious that  he had a p r o b le m  

with u n d e r a c h i e v e m e n t ,  p robably  roo te d  in fear o f  fai lure,  or 
fear of  success,  or both.  I offered to ob ta in  for h im a medica l  re ­
lease from his a ss ig nm en t  so that  he could stay on post  for us to 
work to g e t h e r  e x pl or in g  the roots o f  his p robl em .  But he was 
a d a m a n t  tha t  it was his "duty" to p r o c e e d  to Germany.  I advised 
him how to get psyc ho th e ra py  over the re ,  but  I d o u b t  he took 
my advice.  I suspec t  his resis tance to his obvious voca tion  was so 
great  tha t  he would never follow the call no m a t te r  how clear  or 
loud.

Given our  free will, we have a choice  to refuse to heed  
God 's  cal l ing for us. The  fact tha t  we have a vocat ion d o esn ' t  
necessari ly m ean  tha t  we will follow it. Conversely,  the fact that  
we want  to do s o m e t h i n g  — or even have a ta len t  for i t  — doesn ' t  
necessari ly m ean  it is what  God wants us to do.

Some pe o p le  have a cal l ing to m ar r i ag e  and family life; 
o thers  have a cal l ing to single or even monas t i c  life. W h e t h e r  
one  believes in fate or not ,  the e m b ra c e  of  a cal l ing often comes  
only after m uch ambiva lence .  One  w o m a n  initially e x p e r i e n c e d  
agoniz ing  u n ce r ta in ty  when  faced with the p ros pec t  o f  p a r e n t ­
ho od  after she had a lready  establ ished  her  career  and had sev­
eral professional  op t ions  with two col lege deg rees  in dif ferent
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fields. At the age of  thir ty- three  she b e c a m e  p r e g n a n t  — and 
also open to the p rosp ec t  of  m o t h e r h o o d  — for  the first t ime.  
"Before,  I never could  p ic ture  myself  t ied down to a n y o n e  — not  
one  man and certainly not  the l i felong c o m m i t m e n t  to a child," 
she told me. "I had vigorously rebe l led  aga inst  the idea of  be ing 
respons ib le  for the long - t e rm well-being of  anyon e  o th e r  than  
myself. I had b e c o m e  addi c te d  to the "f r e e d o m " of  u n c o m m i t ­
men t ,  to living acco rd in g  to my own whims  and desires.  I d id n ' t  
want  to be d e p e n d e n t  on anyone  else and d i d n ' t  want  anyone  
d e p e n d e n t  on me."

T h r o u g h  her  o p e n n e s s  and wil l ingness to ve n tu re  t h r o u g h  
unc e r t a in ty  and doubt ,  she slowly e m e r g e d  with a new sense of  
herself. "I found  myself  be ing  pr ied into 'giving up '  my totally 
i n d e p e n d e n t  lifestyle and bega n  le a rn in g  to like the idea of  in­
t e r d e p e n d e n c e  tha t  m ade  room for my mate  and child," she 
said. "Then I c o u l d n ' t  imagine  not  having the child.  I can ' t  
quite pu t  my finger  on this force tha t  p u s h e d  me toward ac­
cep t in g  this new image of  myself  as a m o t h e r  and a c o m m it te d  
par tner .  But somehow,  w hen  I finally s to pped  resist ing it, I b e ­
came t r a n sf o rm e d  in a way tha t  felt j u s t  right."

It is clear  tha t  while the fulf i l lment  of  a voca tion  does not  
g u a r a n t e e  ha pp in es s  — as in the case of  the to r tu r e d  artist  van 
Gogh — it does often set the stage for the peace  of  m ind  tha t  
may result  from fulfi l lment.  It is th e re fo re  f requent ly  a p leasure  
to witness a h u m a n  be ing  doing  what  she or he was m e a n t  to 
do. We d e l i g h t  when  we see a p a r e n t  who truly loves taking care 
of  ch i ldren .  Th e re  is such a sense of  fit. Conversely,  th er e  is al­
ways a sense of  dis-ease w hen  we see peop le  whose  work and 
lifestyles do not  fit the i r  vocat ions.  It seems such a shame,  a 
waste.  I bel ieve God' s  u n iq u e  vocat ion for each of  us invariably 
calls us to per son a l  success,  but  not  necessari ly in the world ' s  
stereotypical  t e rms  or me ans  of  m e a s u r i n g  success. I have seen 
w o m e n  who m ar r ie d  into grea t  weal th,  for ins tance ,  who would 
be co n s i d e red  successful in the wor ld ' s  t e rms ,  whose  jewels  and 
pos i t ion were the envy of  mu l t i tud es ,  but  who lived in despa ir  
because  they were never  cal led to m ar r i ag e  in the f ir st  place.
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THE CHOICE OF GRATITUDE

A decade  ago,  I received two checks,  one  in p aym en t  by c on ­
tract  for a l ec ture  I had given and the o th e r  an unasked-for ,  
u n a n t i c ip a te d  d o n a t i o n  for FCE. I genera lly  su p p o r t  the ex­
pression  "There ' s  no such th ing  as a free lunch."  But this was 
one  of  those m o m e n t s  of  excep t io n  when  I sat with an earned  
meal  on one  knee and a de lic ious,  surpri sing gift on the other.  
For which  do you suppose  I was the m ore  grateful?

It is easy to take a lot for g r an te d  — in c lu d in g  good luck 
and u n e x p e c t e d  gifts — in this life. In d e e d ,  in this remarkably  
secular  age, we are actually e n c o u r a g e d  to think  in terms of  
luck, as i f  good  for tune  has no m ore  m e a n i n g  tha n  a roll of  the 
dice. We imagine  every th ing to be a ma t te r  o f  mere  acc ident  or 
chance ,  as sum ing  that  good luck and bad luck are equa l,  that  
they ba lance  out  and add up to zero or no th in g .  This a t t i tude  
easily leads to the ph i los ophy  of  de spa i r  cal led nihi l i sm (de­
rived from nihil, the La tin word for "noth ing" ) .  W h e n  it is 
b r o u g h t  to its logical conc lus ion ,  nihi l ism ul t imate ly holds that  
there  is n o th in g  of  any worth.

Yet there  is a n o t h e r  way to look at good  luck and u n e x ­
pec ted  gifts. This theory  posits a s u p e r h u m a n  giver, God,  who 
likes to give gifts to h u m a n  crea tures  because  He par ticula rly  
loves us. W h e t h e r  this God has anyth ing  to do with the d ow n­
pours  in our  lives is un ce r ta in ,  a l t h o u g h  in r e t ro spe c t  they of­
ten seem to have be en  blessings in disguise.  As to those  things 
that  are recognizab le  gifts, some of  us see a p a t t e rn  of  benef i ­
cence to th em  far g rea te r  and m o re  co ns ta n t  than  any pa t te rn  
of  mis for tune .  For this b e ne f ic en t  p a t te rn  of  gift-giving we have 
a name:  grace.  If  so m e th in g  is e a rn ed  it is not  a t rue gift. Grace,  
however,  is u n e a r n e d .  It is free. It is gratis.  The words grace,  
gratis,  and gra t i tud e  flow into one another .  I f  you perceive 
grace,  you will natural ly  feel grateful.

A story told to me by a famous  p r e a c h e r  involved a young 
Yankee who,  on a business  trip,  had to drive th r o u g h  the South 
for the first  t ime in his life. He had dr iven all n igh t  and was in a
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hurry.  By the t ime he arr ived in South  Carol ina ,  he was really 
hungry.  S topp ing  at a roads ide  diner ,  he o rd e re d  a breakfas t  of  
sc ramble d  eggs and sausage,  and was taken  by surpr ise when  his 
o r de r  came back and th ere  was a white b lob of  so m e th in g  on 
the plate.

"What ' s that?" he asked the waitress.
"Th em 's  grits, suh," she rep l ied  in her s t rong s o u th e r n  ac­

cent.
"But I d id n ' t  o r d e r  them,"  he said.
"You d o n ' t  o r d e r  grits," she r e s p o n d e d .  "They j u s t  come."
And that ,  said the p reache r ,  is very m u c h  like grace.  You 

d o n ' t  o r de r  it. It  j u s t  comes.
In my e x p e r ie n c e ,  the ability to appr ec ia te  p leasan t  sur­

prises as gifts t ends to be good for one 's  menta l  hea l th.  Those  
who perceive  grace in the wor ld are m ore  likely to be grateful 
tha n  those  who don ' t .  A nd  grateful pe op le  are m ore  likely to be 
happy than  ungra te fu l  ones.  They are also m ore  likely to make  
o thers  happy.  Fee l ing  given to by the wor ld,  they feel p r ed is ­
posed to give back to the world.

Why do some peop le  have such obviously grateful hear ts  
while o thers  have distinctly ungra te fu l  ones? And why do still 
o thers  fall in be tween ,  seeming  relatively b land  in bo th  their  
g ra t i tude  and the ir  r e se n tm en t?  I d o n ' t  know. It would  be sim­
ple to believe tha t  ch i ld re n  from n u r t u r i n g  hom es  will a u to ­
matically grow up to be grateful  adults,  and that  depr ived  
hom es  regular ly tu r n  out  m a lc on te n ts .  The p r o b l e m  is there ' s  
not  m u c h  ev idence  to su p p o r t  this. E xcep t io ns  ab o u n d .  I've 
known many who were raised in the midst  o f  neglec t ,  poverty,  
and even brutal i ty who seem ed  to quite na tura lly  live the ir  adult  
lives pra i sing  the Lord ,  or at least pra is ing life itself. Conversely,  
I've known a few from hom es  of  love and comfor t  who seemed 
born  ingrates .  A grateful hear t  is a mys te rious  th ing ,  and may 
even be gene tic  in origin.

So an "at t i tude of  g ra t i tude"  may not  ent i rely be a ma t te r  
of  choice.  I n d e e d ,  it is my be l ie f  tha t  a grateful hear t  is itself a 
gift. In o th er  words,  the capacity to appr ec ia te  gifts is a gift. It is
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also the greatest  blessing a h u m a n  be ing  may possess o th er  
tha n  a s t rong will. But that  d o e s n ' t  m ean  that  a grateful hear t  
c a n n o t  be n u r t u r e d  by choice.

I once supervised a lay th erap is t  in his work with a man in 
his forties,  who had come to see h im because  of  chronic  d e ­
pression.  As depress ions  go, his was r a th e r  mild.  P e rhaps  a 
m ore  accura te de sc r ip t i on  of  the pa t ien t 's  c ond i t io n  was dys­
pepsia,  an o ld- fashioned  lay te rm for ind igest ion.  It was as if  the 
whole  wor ld gave him ind iges t ion  and ma de  him wan t  to burp  
and belch.  N ot  m uch  c h a n g e d  in his di spos i t ion for qui te  a 
while.  Toward the end of  the second  year, however,  the th e ra ­
pist I was superv is ing told me,  "At the last session, my cl ient  
came here  very exci ted.  He was exc la iming  at the beauty of  a 
sunse t he 'd  seen while driving over the hills."

"Con gra tu la t io ns! "  I re sp o n d ed .
"What do you mean?"  he asked.
"Your pa t ient 's  over the h u m p , "  I said. "He's ge t t ing  be t te r  

rapidly. It's the f irst  t ime I've hea rd  that  this m an  took any d e ­
l ight  in life. He 's  not  so abs or bed  in negativity or so self-focused 
tha t  he c o u l d n ' t  not ice beauty a r o u n d  h im and be grateful for 
it. This repr e se n t s  an ex t r a o rd in a ry  shift." I later  l e a rn e d  that  
my pr ed i c t i on  was on target.  Wi th in  a few m o n th s ,  the pa t ien t  
was basically be havin g  like a new man ,  his the rap is t  r epor ted .

I n d e e d ,  how one  re sp ond s  to adversity and good or bad 
luck may be one  of  the t rues t  m easur es  of  our  ability to grow 
into gratefulness.  We can look at some bad luck as a blessing in 
disguise.  We can also m a in ta in  a sense of  humi l i ty  and not  take 
good luck for g ran ted .  Do we co m p la in  a b o u t  how bad the 
w ea th e r  is mos t  o f  the t ime or can we learn to app re c ia te  the 
beauty and diversity of  w e a th e r  as a gift to us? I f  we are stuck in 
a traffic j a m  on a blustery winte r  day, do we sit and stew, even 
want  to chew out  the drivers ahead  of  us, or do we c o n c e n t r a te  
on the fact tha t  we are blessed to have a car in the midst  of  a 
snowstorm? Are we inc l ined  to com pl a in  abo u t  o u r  j o b s  ra ther  
than  work on ways to improv e  our  skills?

W h e n  I was a child a fr iend of  my father 's  gave me a n u m ­
ber  of  Hor a t io  Alger,  Jr., books that  were a lready out  of  print .  I
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de vo ure d  them.  The  books '  heroes  were grateful for what  they 
got. They d id n ' t  com pla in  abo ut  adversity, but  acted a lmost  as if  
it were an o p p o r tu n i t y  instead of  a curse to them.  Read ing  
those books in c h i l d h o o d  was, I suspect ,  a p r o foundly  positive 
in f luence  in my young life. I worry about  our  society these days 
when  such books are not  only out  of  p r in t  but,  by many, 
d e e m e d  corny.

THE CHOICE TO DIE GRACEFULLY

The f inal choice of  our  lives on this ear th  is w h e t h e r  or not  we 
go out  in style. For it's not  a m a t te r  o f  w h e t h e r  to die but  how. 
We have a lifetime to pr epa re .  Unfor tuna te ly ,  the denia l  of  ag­
ing in our  cu l ture goes hand- in-glove  with the denia l  o f  death.  
For many,  this denial  c i rcumvents  the greatest  l e a rn in g  of  old 
age: how to accept  limits. Our  cu l ture suggests tha t  there  are no 
l imits  — and f u r th e r m o r e ,  seems to suggest  that  there  shouldn't 
be any. Of  course,  real life cha l lenges  this no t io n  on every level. 
Yet no-limits th i nk in g  is at the hear t  of  m u c h  of  television ad­
vertising. One  ad tha t  part icula rly  an n o y ed  me showed a 
w om an in her sixties (who, of  course,  looked fortyish) playing 
tennis.  The  message  was tha t  because  of  some m ed ic in e  she 
took,  her ar thri t is  d id n ' t  keep her  off the courts.  The ad con­
c luded  with an invisible voice from the sidelines joyous ly  ex­
claiming: "Live wi th ou t  limits!"

The reality is that  we mus t  live with l imita tions,  even from 
the t ime we are young,  quite explora tory,  and genera lly vibrant.  
As we age, we face far g rea te r  l imitat ions.  We have by the n  made  
some choices  — such as w h e t h e r  to be single or m arr ie d ,  to work 
or to r e t i r e  — tha t  exc lude  o th e r  opt ions.  I f  s o m e o n e  be come s  
conf ined  to a wheelcha i r ,  it would be foolish for him to believe 
that  he can ju s t  hop  on an a i rp lane  easily and go about  business 
as usual.

It would  be u n n a tu r a l  to we lcome  aging.  A m o d i c u m  of  de­
pression related  to the losses i n h e r e n t  in growing  old — or fac­
ing any ch an ge ,  for tha t  mat te r  — is na tura l .  But j u s t  because  it
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would be u n n a t u r a l  to invite aging does not  m ean  we should 
deny the reali t ies o f  aging and its painful p rocess  of  s t r ipping  
away. Aging  eventual ly involves the s t r ipping away of every­
th ing,  inc lu d i ng  agility, sexual potency,  physical beauty,  and p o ­
litical power.  Our  op t ions  and choices b e c o m e  ever more  
l imited and we are ch a l l en g ed  to learn  to live with these  l imita­
tions.

Dying,  o f  course,  is the final s t r ipp ing away. I've hea rd  
many people  say that  "if" they have got to go  — as if  they really 
had a c h o i c e  — they would r a the r  die suddenly.  The  reason  that  
cancer  and AIDS are so d re a d e d  is tha t  with such diseases one 
dies slowly. The  gradua l  de te r io ra t i o n  involves e x p e r i e n c i n g  a 
total loss of  cont ro l ,  and for mos t  people  this p rocess  is eq ua t ed  
with a loss of  dignity. The sense of  indignity involved in str ip­
p ing away is very real. But  a d i s t inc t ion can be made  be tween  
false dignity and t rue dignity, and there  is a t r e m e n d o u s  differ­
ence  be tween  the responses  of  the ego and those of  the soul to 
the process  of  dying. O ur  egos often can ' t  bear  the loss of  dig­
nity from watch in g  our  bodies  waste away. Tha t ' s  because  dig­
nity has every thing to do with the ego and n o t h i n g  to do with 
the soul. In con f ron t in g  the choice  to give up cont ro l ,  the ego 
vigorously rebels  despi te  an inevi table losing battle.  The  soul, 
on the o th e r  hand ,  welcomes  the str ipping-away process.  We 
can learn  that  as we give up cont ro l ,  we are also giving up false 
dignity, so that  we may die gracefully with t rue  dignity.

By dying gracefully I do not  m e a n  taking the rou te  of  eu­
thanasia.  E u th anas i a  basically involves trying to make  s om e­
th ing  clean that  is in he re n t ly  messy. It is, in my op in io n ,  an 
a t t e m p t  to shor tcu t  the existent ial  and legi t imate  suffering of  
dying,  the reby  s h o r tc u t t i ng  the o p p o r tu n i t y  for l e a rn in g  and 
growth.  N e i t h e r  do I m ean  eng ag in g  in denial .  In dif ferent  
forms of  denia l  some peop le  refuse to make  out  wills, choose  
not  to talk ab o u t  thei r  feelings about  dea th ,  or block it out  al­
to g e th e r  by m ak in g  dis tan t  future plans even when they should 
know the ir  t ime is l imited.  Denial  may help ease the pain of  be­
ing consc ious of  one ' s  inevi table dea th,  but  it also keeps us
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stuck. It not  only blocks meaningfu l  c o m m u n i c a t i o n ,  it also o b ­
structs all l e a rn in g  toward life's close.

To die gracefully, I believe,  is to make  the choice to see dy­
ing as a lea rn ing  o p p o r tu n i t y  and to we lcome the s t r ipping 
away as a c leansing so tha t  the t rue dignity of  the soul can shine 
t h roug h.  In my novel A Bed by the Window, I describe  some dying 
pa t ients  at a nurs ing  h o m e  who seem to have ha loes a r ound 
them.  This p h e n o m e n o n  is not  res t r ic ted to f ic t ion .  In d eed ,  
many peop le  have not iced  or hea rd  ab ou t  the "lightness" 
a r o u n d  those  who have truly worked  t h r o u g h  the stage of  de­
press ion and arr ived at acceptance .

I f  we are willing to do so, we can b e c o m e  t r a n s fo rm e d  —  
not  by b i t te rness,  but  by humil i ty  — as we deal with the major  
losses tha t  are an inevi table par t  of  aging and the j o u r n e y  to ­
ward death.  Pe rh ap s  the choice  to die gracefully occurs when  
we f inally learn and accept  that  all is a ccor d i ng  to how it should 
be. W h e t h e r  one  believes in an afterlife or not,  to p roceed  
gracefully into the arms of  dea th  is the u l t imate  acqu ie scence  to 
an ab id ing  c o n v ic t i o n  — even in the midst  o f  paradoxica l  u n c e r ­
ta in ty  — that  every aspect  of  life co n t r ib u te s  to the m e a n in g  of  
the whole .  And,  also paradoxical ly,  the most  i m p o r t a n t  choice 
we make  — the  choice to die graceful ly — is to choose  to give up 
all choices  and place our  souls totally in the hands  of  the Real 
Power.

THE CHOICE OF EMPTINESS

Death  is the u l t imate  empt iness .  We are terrified of  the void of  
dea th  even if we believe we will come out  the o th er  side. Yet we 
d on ' t  know what the o th er  side will be like.

Th e re  are many varieties of  em pt iness ,  but  the most  im­
po r ta n t  (and the easiest to speak abo ut  wi th ou t  ge t t ing too mys­
tical) is the "empt iness of  not  knowing ."  Despi te living in a 
society that  appea rs  to push a "know-it-all" mental i ty and label 
i n c o m p e t e n t  those  who d o n ' t  always seem to be in the know, we

161



still have a choice  to not  know wi th ou t  feel ing i n c o m p e t e n t  or 
guilty ab o u t  it. In fact, there  are t imes in each of  our  lives w hen  
it is not  only p r o p e r  but  hea l ing  to give up t h in k in g  we know all 
the answers.

The  most  hea l ing  e x p e r ie n c e  of  my adol e sc ence  was a gift 
by a m an  who re la ted to me out  o f  the empt ine ss  of  not  know­
ing, and who served as a wonder fu l ly  positive role mode l  to 
boot.  In A World Waiting to Be Born, I descr ibed  how, at the  age 
of  f if teen and in the midd le  of  my j u n i o r  year, I dec id ed  to leave 
Exeter.  As I look back on tha t  tu r n in g  po in t  in my life, I am 
amazed  at the grace that  gave me the courage  to do it. After all, 
not  only was I d r o p p i n g  out  of  a p rest igious prep  school against  
my p a ren ts '  wishes,  but  I was walk ing  away from a go ld en  WASP 
track tha t  had all be en  laid out  for me. Hard ly  aware at that  age 

j u s t  what  I was do ing ,  I was taking my first  giant  step out  o f  my 
en t i re  cu lture.  Tha t  cu l ture  of  the "es tab l i shment"  was what  
one  was su pp os ed  to aspire to, and I was th rowing  it away. And 
w he re  was I to go? I was forging into the total unk n o w n .  I was so 
terr if ied tha t  I t h o u g h t  I should seek the advice of  some of Ex­
eter 's  faculty before f inalizing such a dreadful  decision.  But 
which  of  the faculty?

The f i r s t  who came to m ind  was my adviser. He had barely 
spoke n  to me for two and a ha l f  years,  but  he was repu ted ly  
kind. A second obvious cand id a te  was the crusty old de an  of the 
school ,  known to be be loved  by t h o u s a n d s  of  a lumni .  But  I 
t h o u g h t  tha t  th ree  was a good nu m b e r ,  and the thi rd choice 
was more  difficult. I final ly hit u p o n  Mr. Lynch,  my ma th  teacher  
and a so m ew ha t  y o u n g e r  man.  I chose  him not  because  we had 
any re la t ion sh i p  or because  he se em ed  to be a part icular ly 
warm sort o f  p e r s o n  — in d e e d ,  I found  him a r a ther  cold,  m a t h ­
ematical  kind of  f i sh  — but because  he had a r e p u ta t i o n  as the 
faculty genius.  He had be en  involved with some kind of  high- 
level m a th e m a t i c s  on the M a n h a t t a n  Project ,  and I t h o u g h t  I 
should  check out  my dec is ion  with a "genius."

I went  f irst  to my kindly adviser, who let me talk for abou t  
two minu te s  and the n  gently broke  in. "It's t rue that  yo u ' re  u n ­
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de ra chi ev i ng  here at Exeter ,  Scotty," he said, "but not  so seri­
ously tha t  you wo n ' t  be able to g radua te .  It would be preferab le  
for you to g radu a te  from a school like Exeter  with lesser g rades  
than  from a lesser school with be t te r  grades.  It would  also look 
bad on your  record  to switch horses in mids t ream.  Besides,  I 'm 
sure your  pa ren ts  would be quite upset .  So why d o n ' t  y o u  ju s t  
go a long and do the best you can?"

Nex t  I wen t  to the crusty old dean .  He let me speak for 
thirty seconds .  "Exeter is the best  school in the world," he ha r ­
r u m p h e d .  "Damn fool th i ng  yo u ' re  th in k i ng  of  doing.  Now you 

j u s t  pull yourse l f  up by the boots t raps ,  you ng man!"
Fee l ing  worse and worse,  I wen t  to see Mr. Lynch.  He let 

me talk myself  out. It  took about  five minutes .  T he n  he said he 
d id n ' t  yet u n d e r s t a n d  and asked i f  I would ju s t  talk some 
m ore  — a b o u t  Exeter ,  abo ut  my family, abo ut  God (he actually 
gave me permiss ion  to talk abo ut  God!) ,  about  any th i ng  that  
came into my head.  So I r am bl ed  on for a n o t h e r  ten m i n u t e s  —  
fifteen m in ut e s  in all, which  was pret ty good for a dep ressed ,  
inar t icu la te  f i f teen-year -o ld .  W h e n  I was do ne ,  he in qu i r ed  
w h e t h e r  I would mind  i f  he asked me some ques tions .  Thr iving 
on this adult  a t ten t i on ,  I rep l ied ,  "Of course  not," and he 
que r i ed  me a b o u t  many di fferent  things for the next  half-hour.

Finally, after forty-five mi nu te s  in all, this supposedly cold 
fish sat back in his cha ir  with a pa in ed  exp ress ion  on his face 
and said, "I 'm sorry. I can ' t  help you. I d o n ' t  have any advice to 
give you.

"You know," he c o n t i n u e d ,  "it's imposs ible for one  person  
to ever comple te ly  put  h imse l f  in a n o t h e r  pe rson ' s  shoes.  But 
insofar as I can put  myself  in your  s h o e s  — and I 'm glad I 'm not  
t h e r e  — I d o n ' t  know what  I would do if  I were you. So, you see, 
I d o n ' t  know how to advise you. I 'm sorry that  I've been  unable  
to help."

It is j u s t  possible tha t  that  m an  saved my life. For when  I en­
tered Mr. Lynch 's  office that  m o r n i n g  some forty-five years ago, 
I was close to suicidal.  And when I left, I felt as if a t h o u s a n d  
p ou nds  had be en  taken  off my back. Because  if  a genius d id n ' t
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know what  to do, the n  it was all r ight  for me not  to know what  
to do. And  if  I was cons id er in g  a move  tha t  seemed so insane  in 
the wor ld ' s  t e rms ,  and a genius c o u l d n ' t  tell me tha t  it was 
clearly, obviously d e m e n t e d  — wel l ,  th en ,  maybe ,  j u s t  maybe ,  it 
was s o m e t h i n g  God was cal l ing me to.

So it was tha t  tha t  man,  who d id n ' t  have any answers or 
quick formulas,  who d id n ' t  know what  I should  do and chose  to 
prac t ice  e m p t i n e s s  — it was tha t  man who provided  the help I 
n eed ed .  It was that  man who l is tened to me, who gave me his 
t ime,  who tr ied to put  h ims e l f  in my shoes,  who e x t e n d e d  h im ­
self and sacrificed h imse l f  for me. It was that  man who loved 
me. And it was that  ma n who hea l ed  me.

Th e re  are no simple or easy formulas.  In ha n d l i n g  all life 
e xp e r ie nc es ,  we mus t  e n d u r e  a deg ree  of  empt in es s  and the 
agony of no t  knowing.  As I wrote in Further Along the Road Less 
Traveled, there  are many things we often go th r o u g h  life b la m ­
ing o thers  for. Since a big par t  o f  g rowing  up is l e a rn in g  to for­
give, each t ime we must  r econ s i de r  and deba t e ,  "Should I 
b lame or should I forgive?" Or, "Am I be ing  loving or am I be ­
ing a do o rm a t? "  Or simply, "What  is the thing  to do?" It is a d e ­
cision that  mus t  be m ade  again in each  s i tua tion and every 
di fferen t  t ime.

A l t h o u g h  there  is no cer tain formula ,  there  is a gu ide l ine  
to help in such dec is ion making ,  which  I f irst  wro te  abou t  in 
The Different Drum. It is to recognize that  the unc o n sc io u s  is al­
ways one step ahead  of  the consc ious  mind.  The p r o b l e m  is we 
d o n ' t  know w h e t h e r  it's ahead  in the r igh t  d i rec t ion  or the 
wrong d irect ion.  We d o n ' t  always know i f  tha t  still small voice 
we hear  is the voice of  the Holy Spirit, or Satan, or m a y b e  j u s t  
our  glands.  It is, the re fo re ,  imposs ib le  ever to know that  what  
we are do in g  is r ight  at the t ime ,  since knowing  is a func tion  of  
consc iousness .

However ,  i f  your  will is steadfastly to the good  and if  you 
are will ing to suffer fully w hen  the good  seems a m b ig u o u s  
(which to me seems abo ut  98.7 p e r c e n t  o f  the t ime) ,  th en  your 
u n cons c io us  will always be one  step ahead  of  your  consc ious
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m ind  in the r ight  d i rec t ion .  In o th e r  words,  you will do the 
r ight  thing.  But you wo n ' t  have the  luxury of  knowing  it at the 
t ime you are do in g  it. In d eed ,  you will do the r ight  th i ng  p r e ­
cisely because  you 've  be en  will ing to forgo tha t  luxury. And if  
this gu ide l ine  seems obscure ,  the n  you mi ght  want  to r e m e m ­
ber that  a lmos t  all the evil in this wor ld is c o m m i t t e d  by people  
who are absolutely cer tain tha t  they know what  they are doing.
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C H A P T E R  5

Organizational Life 
Choices

WE MAY THINK THAT WE MAKE pe rsona l  life choices as individuals,  
as i f  the individua l existed m ore  or less in isolat ion.  But  the re ­
ality is tha t  we do not  so exist. We h u m a n  be ings  are social c rea­
tures ,  and virtually all our  choices  are ma de  u n d e r  the 
in f luence ,  and in the con te x t  of, the various organiz a t ion s  in 
which we par t icipa te.  By organi za t io ns ,  I do not  simply m ean  
business  organiza t ions .  Famil ies are organi za t io ns ,  and many of  
the pr inc ip les  tha t  hold t rue for families also hold t rue for bus i­
nesses,  and vice versa. On the largest  scale, our  whole  society is 
an organiza t ion .  On the smallest ,  every single social re la t io n ­
ship we have is an organiza t ion .  Anyt i me  the re  is a re la t ion sh i p  
be tween  two or m o re  peopl e ,  an o rg an iza t io n  o f  some sort is in­
volved.

Co nsequent ly ,  the subject  of  o rganiz a t ion a l  behav io r  e n ­
compasses  virtually the en t i re  f ield o f  h u m a n  psychology,  since 
virtually all h u m a n  beha vi o r  occurs in the cont ex t  o f  one  or 
m ore  organiza t ions .  O r ga ni za t io na l  behav ior  inc ludes  not  only 
how indiv idua ls  behave in t e m p o r a r y  groups  but  also how 
gr o u p s  — and even the organiza t ions  th e m se lv e s  — func tion.  
The field is e n o r m o u s ,  but  I would  like to focus on organ iza-
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t ional  choices that  seem to me most  im p or ta n t ,  the decisions 
we make and the act ions we take tha t  im p in ge  u p o n  o th er  p e o ­
p l e  — and how we t reat  o thers  as well as ourse lves  — for good or 
ill. I f  the decisions we make affect only ourselves,  we can simply 
do whatever  we want  to do, take responsibi l i ty for it, and deal 
with the c o n s e q u e n c e s  of  our  act ions.  But when  o thers  are in­
volved, this brings us very clearly into the rea lm of  ethics and 
the m a t te r  of  civility.

CIVILITY

I have spent  m uch of  the past  f if teen years in the a t te m p t  to res­
ur rec t  two critical words from a meaningl es s  death:  co m m u n i t y  
and civility. W h e n  we speak of  c o m m u n i t y  in our  c u r r e n t  soci­
ety, we usually m ean  any c o n g l o m e r a t i o n  of  people .  For  in­
stance,  we will refer to Morr i s town,  New Jersey, as a communi ty .  
But the fact o f  the ma t te r  is that  Morri s town,  New Jersey, is 
n o t h i n g  but  a geographic a l  aggrega te  of  people  with a cer tain 
tax base and a few social services in c o m m o n ,  but  p r ec ious  little 
else — if  a n y t h i n g  — tha t  links th e m  to g e t h e r  as h u m a n  beings.  
Or we will refer to the Thi rd  Presbyter ian  C h u r c h  of  some town 
as a c o m m u n i t y  when ,  m ore  often than  not,  the reality is tha t  
the people  sitting in the pews next  to each o th er  are un ab le  to 
talk to each o th e r  abo ut  the things tha t  are most  t r oub l in g  and 
i m p o r t a n t  in the ir  lives. I have come to refer to such aggrega tes  
of  people  as p s e u d o  commun i­t ies .

For me,  c o m m u n i t y  has to do with c o m m u n i c a t i o n ,  and 
real c o m m u n i t y  should  imply a susta ined and high quality of  
c o m m u n i c a t i o n  a m o n g  its m e m b e r s .  I f i rst  wrote about  co m ­
munity in The Different Drum: Community Making and Peace. But
the major  focus of  my life these  years has been  not  wri t ing but  
working  with o thers  in the es ta b l i s hm en t  and d e v e l o p m e n t  of  
the F o u n d a t i o n  for C o m m u n i t y  E n c o u r a g e m e n t  (FCE).  It is 
the mission of  this ed uca t io na l  f ound a t io n  to teach the pr inc i ­
ples of  communi ty ,  by which  we m ean  heal thy and au th en t ic  
c o m m u n i c a t i o n  within and be tween  groups.
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My work with FCE led me,  at a t ime of  social b r e a k d o w n  
and increas ing  adversaria lism,  to an a t t e m p t  to r e sur rec t  an­
o th e r  word  fallen into mean inglessness :  "civility." All tha t  is g e n ­
erally m e a n t  these days by "civility" is superficial  pol i teness .  But 
the fact is tha t  peop le  have been  politely s tabbing each o th er  in 
the back and politely hu r t i n g  each o th e r  for God knows how 
long.  I was he lp e d  to arrive at a m ore  m eanin gfu l  def in i t ion of  
civility by an Engl i sh  g e n t l e m a n  of the last century,  Oliver  H e r e ­
ford, who is famed for saying, "A g e n t l e m a n  is so m e o n e  who 
never  hur ts  a n o t h e r  per son ' s  feelings un in ten t iona l ly . "  W ha t  
tha t  means  to me is that  som et im es  it may be necessary to hur t  
a n o t h e r  pe rson ' s  feelings,  but  the key is in te n t io n ,  m e a n i n g  
awareness  of  what  you are doing.  Such awareness requi res  c on ­
sciousness.  So in my book on the subject,  A World Waiting to Be 
Born: Civility Rediscovered, I defined  "civility" not  as mere  sup er ­
f icial  po li teness ,  but  as "consciously mo t iva ted  organiza t iona l  
behavio r  tha t  is ethical  in submiss ion  to a h ig h e r  power."

It can be as sum ed  tha t  anyone  who has m ade  the choice to 
be conscious wants to be a civil person .  But there  is a major  
p r o b l e m  here:  in o rd e r  to be civil, we must  be conscious  not  
only of  our own motiva t ions  but  also of  the o r g a n i z a t i o n  — or 
system — in which  we are act ing.  Civility r equi r es  organiza t iona l  
as well as ind ividua l consc iousness.  Conseq uent l y ,  i f  we aspire to 
ever gr ea te r  civility, we mus t  increasingly th i nk  in te rms  of  sys­
tems.

SYSTEMS

The most  enjoyable  par t  o f  my medica l  school e d u c a t i o n  was 
the study of  microscopi c  ana tomy. All ex te rna l  a p p e a r a n c e s  to 
the contrary,  our bodies  are mostly water. Consequent ly ,  when  
you look at thin slices of  our  organs  u n d e r  a mi c ro sc ope  you 
ca n n o t  see m u c h  excep t  pall id,  in d is t in gu ish ab le  f i l aments .  But 
if  you take these  same slices, soak th e m  for a while in selected 
dyes, and look again,  suddenly  you have e n te r e d  a fairyland,  a 
garden  of  del ights c o m p a r e d  to which  Disneyland  is d o w n r ig h t
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insipid.  No m a t t e r  what  our  age, stat ion,  or even state of  hea l th ,  
at this level we are all very beaut i ful  on the inside.

Gradually,  as I p e e r e d  at one  beautiful  cell after ano the r ,  
mi croscopic  slide after slide, m o n t h  after m o n t h ,  so m e th in g  
even m ore  i m p o r t a n t  dawned  on me. Each and every cell was 
no t  only a system in itself, but  also a m in u sc u le  part  of  a larger,  
even m ore  c om ple x  system. The  abs orb in g  villi cells, the 
sm oo th  musc le  cells, and the connec t ive  t is sue  cells ho ld in g  
th e m  to g e t h e r  were  all an in te g ra te d  part  o f  an o rg an  — in this 
case, the small intest ine .  The small in tes t ine ,  in tu rn,  was a par t  
o f  the digestive system. And the digestive system was in te g ra te d  
with o th e r  systems of  the body. The  fine f i l aments  of  the a u to ­
no mi c  nerve  cells tha t  s t imula ted  the digestive musc les to relax 
or cont ra c t  and the glands to rest or secrete were m in u te  parts 
o f  the nervous  system, c o n n e c t i n g  all the way up t h r o u g h  the 
spinal  cord to o th e r  cells in the brain.  T h r o u g h o u t  each organ  
were the t iny cells o f  a rter ies  or veins,  all c o n n e c t e d  to the hear t  
as par t  o f  the c i rculatory system. And in each ar tery or vein I 
could spy varieties of  blood cells, originally m a n u f a c t u r e d  in 
the bo ne  m ar ro w  as little tiny parts of  the h e m a t o p o i e t i c  sys­
tem.

Actually,  I had "known" for years tha t  the h u m a n  body —  
and the body  of  every o th er  living thing ,  animal or p la n t  — was 
a system. But  pr ior  to medica l  school ,  I had not  be en  aware of  
the e x t r a o rd in a ry  complexi ty  and beauty of  such systems. It was 
at this p o in t  I was able to make  a n o t h e r  leap o f  consc iousne ss  to 
so m e th in g ,  once again,  I had long "known," but  only dimly. 
Since each ind iv idua l  cell was a c o m p o n e n t  of  an organ ,  and 
each individua l o rgan  a c o m p o n e n t  of  a body system, and each 
such system a c o m p o n e n t  of  the body as a whole ,  was it not  pos­
sible that  my body was also par t  of  a la rger  system still? In o th er  
words,  mi gh t  I  — my individua l self  — be but  a single cell of  an 
organ  of  some g igant ic organism? Of  course.  As a fledgl ing 
physician,  I was c o n n e c te d ,  direct ly or indirect ly,  to count less  
o th e r  individua l h u m a n  cells. To my pa ren ts ,  who paid my tu­
ition. To the o lder  physic ians  who ta ugh t  me.  To the labora tory
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t echni c i ans  who c o n d u c t e d  the tests I o r de r ed .  To hospi tal  ad­
mini s t ra tors .  To ma n uf a c t u r e r s  who ma d e  the e q u i p m e n t  I 
used.  To the pat i ent s  I used that  e q u i p m e n t  on.  To growers  in 
Mississippi  and Cal i fornia who sold cot t on to the No r t h  Car ­
ol ina text i le workers  who ma d e  the clothes  I wore.  To r ancher s  
in Kansas who grew the beef,  and farmers  in New Jersey who 
grew the l et tuce I ate. To the t ruck drivers who t r a n s p o r t e d  all 
these things to me.  To my l andl ord .  To the ba r be r  who cut  my 
hair.  And  on and on.

So it was ( a l t hough  I had not  yet  even hea r d  the t e rm)  that  
I b e c a me  a f our squar e  bel iever  in "systems theory." The basic 
t ene t  of  systems theory  (which is actual ly not  a t heory  but  a 
fact) is that  everything is a system. On a level mor e  macr oscop i c  
t han  that  of  a cell or an or gan  or an o r gan  system or an indi ­
vidual ,  all of  us are c o m p o n e n t  parts of  the fabric o f  h u m a n  so­
ciety. We are j u s t  b e g i n n i n g  to wake up to the fact t ha t  the 
whole  of  that  society is c o n n e c t e d  to the waters ,  to the land,  to 
the forests,  and the a t mos phe r e :  the "ecosystem." I nde e d ,  sys­
tems theor i s t s  often envis ion the ent i re  p l ane t  as a single or­
ganism.  Our  ear th  is, of  course ,  a par t  of  the solar system. And 
as we begin to r each even far ther  into ou t e r  space,  we will p r o b ­
ably perceive a systemic na t ur e  to the galaxies and the universe  
itself.

Beyond the fact that  everyt hi ng that  exists is par t  of  a sys­
t em,  systems theory  also holds  that  i f  you change  one c o m p o ­
n e n t  of the system, all the o t he r  par ts mus t  also change .  Only in 
the past  few decades  have we b e c o me  s ome wha t  aware of  this 
fact in our  society. We have come to real ize that  virtual ly every­
t h ing we do has an effect u p o n  our  e n v i r o n me n t ,  and that  these 
effects have the potent i a l  to e i t her  nu r t u r e  us or dest roy us.

As an e x a mp l e ,  virtual ly everyone who owns a car has had 
the e x p e r i e n c e  of  t aking it to a shop for a mi n o r  repai r  only to 
have it conk out  on the way back h o me .  Wh e n  this h a p p e n s ,  
you may curse the me c h a n i c  for having done  some evil deed.  
But  as a rule,  no evil deed has been  done  at all. It is j u s t  t hat  the 
p r esence  of  a b r a n d - n e w par t  has caused a subt le cha nge  in the
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e n g i n e  — the  ent i re  sys t em — which r equi res  an ad j us t men t  in 
the o t he r  parts,  some t i mes  an ad j us t me n t  those o l der  par ts are 
not  able to make  wi t hou t  themselves  br eak i ng  down.

H u m a n  r e l a t i onships  are also a system: mar r i age ,  in par t i c­
ular. In our  work as psychot herapi s t s  wi th couples ,  Lily coined 
the t e r m "t enuousness , "  by which she me a n t  that  in a mar r i age  
each pa r t ne r ' s  def ini t ion of  the o t her  should be t e n u o u s  —  
namely,  flexible r a ther  than f ixed.  Again and again in our  p r ac ­
tice we saw that  wh e n e v e r  one mar i tal  pa r t n e r  significantly 
c h a n g e d  or grew as a resul t  of  psychot herapy,  the o t he r  pa r t ne r  
would have to cha nge  or grow in r esponse ,  or else the sys t em —  
the m a r r i a g e  — woul d  fall apart .

I do not  m e a n  to suggest  that  p s ycho t he r apy  is the only 
var iable in the equa t i on.  All m a n n e r  of  things can cha nge  the 
na t u r e  of  a mar r i age .  The na t u r e  of  my mar r i age  to Lily 
c h a n g e d  as soon as we had chi ldren.  It c h a n g e d  again whe n  the 
ch i l dr en  were out  o f  diapers .  It  c h a n g e d  once  mor e  when  the 
ch i l dr en  e n t e r e d  adol escence .  And  it c h a n g e d  again when  they 
left home .  Al ong  the way, it had to cha nge  when  our  f inancial  
s i tuat ion c h a n g e d  and we moved f rom be i ng  the rec ipi ent s  of  
ph i l a n t h r o p y  to roughly twenty years of  b r eak i ng  even to being 
signif icant  con t r i bu t o r s  to char i t abl e  causes.  It has cer tainly 
c h a n g e d  again as we moved  f rom mi dd l e  age into old age and 
my re t i r ement .

So systems theory  impl ies  that  we mus t  be able to adjus t  —  
some t i mes  very qui ck l y  — or the system may break down.  But  to 
have the capaci ty to make  such rapid changes ,  we mus t  have an 
acute consc i ousness  of  the systems to which we belong.  And 
there ' s  the rub.  We h u m a n s  are conscious  to varying degrees .  
And  whi le a lmos t  everyone  is conscious  of  h i mse l f  as an ent i ty 
and is aware of  his mor e  u r g e n t  needs  and desires,  we lack such 
clear  awareness  of  our  social mot ivat ions  and of  the Shadow 
from which those mot ivat ions  may spring.  Even wi th a relat ively 
advanced  degr ee  of  consc i ousness ,  mos t  o f  us r ema i n  r e ma r k ­
ably unconsc i ous  of  the c ompl e x  or gani za t i ons  and social sys­
tems to whi ch we belong.

This lack of  organi za t i ona l  and social consc i ousness  is such
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a dramat i c  p h e n o m e n o n  that  I have come to call it the hole in 
the mind.  An d  while this hole is often gaping,  somet i mes  it is 
mor e  like a slice of  Swiss cheese.  For  ins t ance ,  a business  exec ­
utive is likely to have come  to the awareness  tha t  his c o mp a n y  is 
a c o mp l e x  system, but  he may never  once  have s t opped  to think 
of  his own family as a system. Ot he r s  may be qui te aware of  thei r  
family as a system, but  have little consc i ousness  abou t  the orga­
nizat ion tha t  employs  them.

This hole in the m i n d  — thi s  uncons c i ous nes s  c o n c e r n i n g  
our  o r gan i za t i ons  — is f r equent ly fed by our  narcissism.  For  in­
stance,  in a large ma n u f a c t u r i n g  company,  it is p r o b a b l e  that  
mos t  of  the workers  on the assembly line t h ink of  t hemselves  as 
the core of  the c o mp a n y  and give little or no t h o u g h t  to the 
o t he r  empl oyees  and thei r  roles.  After  all, t hey ' r e  the ones who 
actual ly make  the p r oduc t ,  are they not? The sal espeople  may 
also t h ink of  t hemselves  as the core of  the company.  After  all, 
they are the ones  who sell the p r oduc t ,  and i f  it d i dn ' t  get  sold 
t he re  woul d  be no company.  But  the ma r k e t i n g  peop l e  are 
likely to t h ink of  t hemselves  as the cen t e r  of  the c o mp a n y  b e ­
cause the sales staff wou l dn ' t  be able to sell the p r o d u c t  i f  they 
d i dn ' t  ma r k e t  it well.  Those  in the f inancial  division may th ink 
they are the cen t e r  of  the company,  because  they ba l ance  the 
books  and keep the c o mp a n y  solvent.  And  those in m a n a g e ­
me n t  may th i nk  of  themselves  as the mos t  i mpor t a n t ,  because  
they create  the pol icies that  guide the cor po r a t i on ,  but  they 
may have prec i ous  little e mp a t h y  for the other s  in di f ferent  
roles who c on t r i bu t e  to the whole.

The same is t rue of  our society general ly,  and of  the racism 
and classism that  pe r vade  it. The fai lure to be aware of  ot hers '  
c on t r i bu t i ons  has led to a lack of  civility, pe r haps  because  we 
feel ov e r wh e l me d  simply t rying to b e c o me  mor e  conscious  of  
ourselves and have no energy left over to develop our  or gan i za ­
t ional  and social consciousness .  Never t he l ess ,  t here  is no way 
that  we can evolve into a mor e  civil society unt i l  ever grea t er  
n u m b e r s  of  us are wi l l ing to make  the choice not  only to be pe r ­
sonally consc ious  but  also to t h ink in t erms  of  whol e  systems 
and e x p a n d  our  awareness  in o r de r  to fill the hole in the mind.
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ETHICS

I have a fr iend who was one of  the first Ame r i c a n  pi lots shot  
down and cap t u r e d  by the No r t h  Vi e t namese .  In the early days 
of  his seven-year captivity,  he and his fel low pr i soners  of  war 
were systematical ly tor tur ed .  In an ex t r aor d i na r y  book abou t  
his exper i ences ,  he makes  it qui te clear  t hat  his captors  were e n ­
gaging in fully conscious  organi za t i ona l  behavior .  They knew 
exactly what  they were doing.  They were conscious  of  thei r  in­
t ent  and the effect thei r  beat ings  and even mor e  brutal  p r a c ­
tices had on thei r  victims.  They knew that  anyone  will break 
u n d e r  e n o u g h  pain and that  thei r  t or t ur e  would ext ract  con­
f es s i ons  — no ma t t e r  how false — useful for p r o p a g a n d a  pu r ­
poses and serving thei r  organi za t i ona l  mission.  Yet, even those 
Ame r i c a ns  who were hor r i f i ed by the incivility of  our  p r os ecu­
t ion of  the Vi e t nam War  would never  cons i de r  t or t ur e  to have 
been  a civil r esponse  or in any way just i f ied.

So civility is s o me t h i n g  mor e  t han  organi za t i ona l  behavi or  
that  is merely "consciously mot ivated. "  It mus t  be ethical as well. 
And  all but  the moral ly i nsane would agree that  t or t ur e  is in­
herent ly  and grossly unethi ca l .  I use this exampl e  because  it is 
so gross,  not  to sidestep the fact that  a mu c h  mor e  subt le inci ­
vility is the real,  pervasive p r o b l e m in our  society. And  it, too,  is 
unethi ca l .  To be ethical  is, at t he very least,  to be "humani s t i c , "  
which by def ini t ion means  having the a t t i tude that  peop l e  are 
pr ec ious  and should be t r ea t ed accordingly insofar  as possible.  
We do not  t or t ur e  peop l e  i f  we think of  t hem as precious .

Recent ly t he re  has been  mu c h  cri t icism of  "secular  hu ­
mani sm"  by the rel igious right .  I bel ieve that  many of  these crit­
ics would be well advised to b e c o me  mor e  humani s t i c  
themselves.  Never thel ess ,  I also bel ieve they have a point .  Secu­
lar h u m a n i s m  is like a house  bui l t  on sand.  Wh e n  the going gets 
r ough  — wh e n  business  is bad or strife is abroad — secul a r  hu­
manist ic at t i tudes may easily be blown away. For  exampl e ,  the 
medi a  have been  r ecogn i zed  to be a par t icular ly secular  realm.  
And  those who work in the medi a  not  only general ly r egard 
themselves  as humani s t s  but  also think that  thei r  work to keep
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peop l e  i n f o r me d  is i mp o r t a n t  in ke ep i ng  society at least  barely 
civil and humani s t i c .  The r e  is some t ruth in this.  However ,  I 
know all too many ins tances  of  r epor t e r s  easily and quickly 
t hr owi ng  thei r  h u m a n i s m  out  the wi ndow in thei r  eagerness  to 
get  a story.

The p r o b l e m with secular  h u m a n i s m  is that  it says no t h i ng  
abou t  why h u m a n  beings  are pr ec i ous ,  nor  why they should be 
t r ea t ed  accordingly.  Consequent l y ,  secular  h u m a n i s m ,  being 
u n r o o t e d  in any kind of  theology,  is often a fai r -weather  p h e ­
n o m e n o n .  Tha t  is why I def ine civil behavi or  not  simply as "eth­
ical," but  specifically as "ethical  in submiss ion to a h i gher  
power." For  if, as I have said, l ight,  t ruth,  and love are all syn­
onyms of  a sort  for God,  and i f  we are truly submi t t ed  to these 
things,  our  behavi or  will be godly even t h o u g h  we may not  
t h ink of  ourselves as rel igious.

As an e xa mpl e  of  such submiss ion,  let me r e t u r n  to the re­
por t e r  who may t hr ow his h u m a n i s m  out  the wi ndow in orde r  
to get  a story. A l t h o u g h  that  r e po r t e r  may (not  always) take 
pains not  to lie (lest he be sued)  and will, t here fore ,  "stick to 
the facts," he is likely to r e t a in compl e t e  l icense to dec i de  u p o n  
whi ch facts he will r epor t  and whi ch he will not .  In this sense,  
facts are like statistics. They can be used to say any t h i ng  you 
want .  In many si tuat ions,  a r e p o r t e r  is compl e t e l y  free to draw a 
black p i c ture ,  a whi te pi c ture ,  or a gray picture .  Unless  he is a 
very consc i en t i ous  individual ,  it is qui te likely that  his choice 
will be d e t e r m i n e d  not  by any deep  submi ss i on to the t ruth so 
mu c h  as by what  seems to make  a good story. Even i f  the re­
por t e r  is devot ed  to t ruth,  t here  is a cha i n  of  c o m m a n d  in­
volved in the process  of  how a story gets i n t e rpre t ed .  After  the 
r e po r t e r  has wr i t t en it, his e d i t o r s  — who are not  direct ly in­
volved in the initial ga t he r i ng  of  i n f o r ma t i on  — wil l  add thei r  
own perspect ives .  They do so by me a ns  of  the head l i ne  and by 
the l engt h  and p l a c e me n t  of  the story. F r om my poi n t  of  view, 
the best  stories are those  that  are gray, because  the t ruth is gen ­
erally compl ex .  But  it is my expe r i e nc e  that  many r epor t e r s  
would r a t her  not  submi t  t hemsel ves  to such complexi ty,  b e ­
cause it doesn ' t  make  for good,  ent i c ing headl ines .  Even they
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will admi t  to l ooking for a "slant" on a story, appar en t l y  forget ­
t ing that  t here  is a di f ference be t ween  slanted stories and the 
t ruth.

In deal ing wi th such ethical  complexi t i es ,  I have found the 
di s t inct ion be t ween  code ethics and si tuat ion ethics to be h e l p ­
ful, a lmos t  essent ial .  Code  ethics are der ived f rom var ious e thi ­
cal prescr ip t ions  that  have been  in use t h r o u g h o u t  history. 
The earl iest  known is the Code  of  H a m m u r a b i .  Far bet t er  
known to us are the Ten C o m m a n d m e n t s .  Wh a t  such codes  do 
is to p r o n o u n c e  cer t a in acts to be bad,  wrong,  or i mp e r mi s ­
sible u n d e r  any c i r cumst ances .  For  ins t ance ,  one  of  the Ten 
C o m m a n d m e n t s  is "Thou shalt  not  kill." It isn' t  "Thou  shalt  
not  kill except  in t ime of  war," or "Thou shalt  not  kill except  in 
self-defense";  it is "Thou shalt  not  kill," per iod.  No ifs, ands ,  or 
buts.

The basic t ene t  of  s i tuat ion ethics,  however ,  is that  no e t h­
ical j u d g m e n t  can be ma d e  abou t  an act wi t hout  cons i de r a t i on  
of  the c i r cums t ances  in which it occurs.  Unl ike  the Ten C o m ­
m a n d m e n t s ,  si tuat ion ethics would al low for ki l l ing in such cir­
cums t ances  as war t i me  and self-defense.

Our  society has evolved away f rom simplist ic code ethics to­
ward si tuat ional  ethics.  This is dramat ical ly visible in our  legal 
system. Go visit your  lawyer and you are likely to see tha t  her  of­
fice is f i l led wi th bookshelves  full of  weighty t omes .  What  mos t  
of  t hose heavy books  con t a i n  are legal p r e c e d e n t s  of  a si tua­
t ional  na ture .  Such p r e c e d e n t s  will state,  "Thou shalt  not  break 
a cont ract ,  except  as in the case of  Jones v. Smith, wher e  such and 
such c i r cums t ances  prevai led, " or "Thou shalt  not  b r eak  a c on ­
t ract  except  in the kind of  s i tuat ion that  o c c u r r e d  in Brown v. 
Taylor"

To live by si tuat ional  ethics,  it is necessary for the individ­
ual to have the capaci ty to serve as an ent i re  legal system wi thin 
himself.  To be heal thy and whole ,  we mus t  possess wi thin our  
own mi nds  a c o m p e t e n t  defense  at torney,  a c o m p e t e n t  p r os e ­
cut ing at torney,  and a good j u d g e .  Peopl e  wi th cha r ac t e r  di sor ­
ders t end to have a very s t rong int ernal  defense  at torney,  but  a 
very weak consc i ence  or i nt ernal  p r os ecu t i ng  at torney.  Those
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with neur oses  t end to have a very s t rong p r os ecu t i ng  at torney 
but  a weak defense at torney,  who is unab l e  to speak up for his 
client.  Finally,  t here  are those who have in thei r  heads  bot h  a 
r easonabl y  c o m p e t e n t  defense  a t t orney and p r os ecu t i ng  a t tor ­
ney but  t hen,  for one r eason or anot her ,  have great  difficulty 
co mi n g  to deci s ions  because  they lack a good j u d g e .

I hear t i ly s u p p o r t  the m o v e m e n t  of  society (and of  individ­
uals in thei r  own pe r sona l  deci s ion maki ng)  toward si tuat ional  
ethics.  As a psychiat r i st ,  I am very famil iar  wi th the fact that  
rigid code ethics often have i n h u m a n e  consequences .  But  t here  
are two caveats to be cons i de red .  One  is that  the use of  s i tuat ion 
ethics means  that  t here  are no formulas ,  so heal thy individuals  
have the responsibi l i ty to r econs i de r  thei r  behavi or  each and 
every t ime the s i tuat ion changes  ever so slightly. Whi l e  it mi ght  
be the r ight  t h ing to b l ame  s o me o n e  in one  si tuat ion,  it mi ght  
be the r ight  t h ing to forgive him in a subtly di f ferent  one.  Wi t h ­
out  f ormulas ,  we never  know at the t ime that  what  we are doi ng 
is right .  We mus t  have the capaci ty to ope r a t e  out  of  the " e mp ­
tiness of  not  knowing. "

My o t he r  caveat  is that  I do not  want  to imply that  code 
ethics are useless.  Again,  in r ecent  years,  the rel igious r ight  has 
b e c o me  mor e  and mor e  crit ical o f  s i tuat ional  ethics,  and again 
they may have a small  p o i n t  — a l t h o u g h  I suspect  that  thei r  p r o ­
posals woul d  be regressive.  Cons ider ,  for ins t ance ,  the c onc e p t  
of  a j u s t  war. Given the cu r r e n t  state of  h u m a n  evolut ion,  in 
which it seems beyond us to get  rid of  war, I bel ieve it was a p ­
propr i a t e  for the Cathol i c  C h u r c h  to use s i tuat ional  ethics in 
deve l op i ng  the c onc e p t  of  a j u s t  war. But  I ' m not  sure we would 
even a t t e mp t  to d i sc r i mi na t e  be t ween  j u s t  and unjust  wars were 
it not  for the exi s t ence  of  a pers i s t ing code ethic that  states,  
"Thou shal t  not  kill."

I N T E R D E P E N D E N C E  A N D  C O L L A B O R A T I O N

In The Road Less Traveled, I no t ed  that  we all have d e p e n d e n c y  
needs  and feel ings,  but  that  these do not  cons t i t ut e  love and
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that  to be dr iven by t h e m is to fall into the ter r ible t rap of  de ­
pendency.  It is a t rap because  it leaves the d e p e n d e n t  individual  
cont inual ly  feel ing that  he c a n n o t  be whole  or happy wi t hout  
the a lmos t  cons t an t  a t t ent i on  of  o t her  peopl e .  Jus t  one of  the 
many p r o b l e ms  such d e p e n d e n c y  can cause is pa t hologica l  j e a l ­
ousy. N o t h i n g  that  I said abou t  d e p e n d e n c y  was wr ong,  but  I 
should have ba l anced  my cast igat ion of  it wi th a hymn in praise 
of  i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e .

At the time I wrote  The Road Less Traveled, I was still o pe r a t ­
ing to some degr ee  u n d e r  the ethic of  good old Ame r i c a n  
r ugged  individual i sm,  which holds  that  we are all cal led to be ­
come i n d e p e n d e n t ,  to s tand on our  own two feet,  and to be cap­
tains of  our  own ship,  i f  not  necessar i ly masters  of  our  own 
destiny.  All that  is fine; I bel ieve that  we are cal led to i n d e p e n ­
dence  wh e n  possible.  But  the huge  p r o b l e m wi th the ethic of  
r ugged  individual i sm is that  it neglect s  the o t he r  side of  the 
coin: that  we are also cal led to come  to t erms  wi th our  own sin, 
our  inevi table i mpe r f ec t i on  and i nadequacy,  and our  mut ua l  
i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e .  It is because  the individual i s t  ethic is only a 
hal f- t ruth that  it en c o u r a g e s  us to hide our  weaknesses  and fail­
ures and to feel a s ha me d  of  our  l imi tat ions.  It drives us to at­
t e mp t  to be s u p e r w o m e n  and s u p e r me n ,  no t  only in the eyes of  
others  but  also in our  own eyes. It pushes  us,  day in and day out ,  
to look as i f  we "had it all t ogether , "  and it leads to such p h e ­
n o m e n a  as peop l e  si t t ing in the same pew but  not  able to talk to 
each o t her  abou t  thei r  pain and yea r n i ng  and d i s a p p o i n t me n t s ,  
hi d i ng b e h i n d  thei r  masks of  c o mp o s u r e  so that  they can look 
as i f  they are in total  cont rol  of  thei r  lives.

In The Different Drum, wr i t t en seven years later, I d e ­
n o u n c e d  this simplist ic,  one-s ided,  no n p a r a d o x i c a l ,  and t h e r e ­
fore fal lacious ethic and,  in talking about  communi t y ,  began  to 
c h a mp i o n  i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e .  My most  dr amat i c  exampl es  of the 
vir tues of  i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e  have come  f rom my work in he l p i ng  
groups  bui ld communi t y .  But  let me also sing its praises in the 
smallest  of  organizat ions :  mar r i age ,  and my mar r i age  to Lily, in 
part icular .  In our  mar r i age ,  Lily's pr i mar y  role has been  that  of
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h o m e m a k e r  and mi ne  that  o f  br eadwi nner .  For  some years we 
wor r i ed  about  the degr ee  to which these roles were di ct a t ed by 
cul tural ,  sexual  s t ereotypes.  Only gradual ly did we come  to the 
peaceful  real i zat ion that  they were,  in fact, not  d i c t a t ed by 
s tereotypes  but  mor e  by our  own very di f ferent  personal i t i es .

Fr om the b e g i n n i n g  of  our  mar r i age  I no t ed  that  Lily was 
mildly d i sorganized.  Not  i nf requent ly  she woul d  b e c o me  so en­
grossed in smel l ing the f lowers  that  she would forget  an a ppo i n t ­
me n t  or negl ec t  to wri te a p r omi s e d  letter.  I, on the o t he r  hand ,  
f rom the b e g i nn i ng ,  was what  can be cal led g o a l - o r i e n t e d  — to 
put  it mildly.  I never  had t ime to sniff a f lower unless  its b l oom 
h a p p e n e d  to coi ncide  with my schedul e ,  a ccor d i ng  to which 
every thi rd Thur sday  a f t e r noon  f rom 2:00 to 2:30 was desig­
na t ed  for flower-sniffing,  ba r r i ng  rain.

F u r t h e r m o r e ,  I used to bera t e  Lily for her  i nc l ina t ion to 
speak in what  I cons i de r e d  i r r e l evanci es  — detai l s  that  got  in the 
way of  seeing the "big p i c t u r e "  — as well as her  t e n d e n c y  to ig­
nore  civi l izat ion' s mos t  signi f icant  i n s t r umen t ,  the clock.  She 
was equal ly har sh abou t  my m a d d e n i n g  punctual i ty,  my stodgi ­
ness,  and my insi s t ence on speaking in p a r a g r a p h s  that  began  
"First of all . . . "  "Second . . . "  "Thi rd . . .  ," and "In conc l u ­
sion. . . . "  Lily bel i eved hers was the super i or  a p p r o a c h ,  and I 
u p h e l d  the exce l l ence  of  mine .  Lily bore  the chi ef  r espons i bi l ­
ity for rai sing our  chi ldren.  I do not  me a n  to imply I had n o t h ­
ing what soever  to do wi th t hem,  but  I c a n n o t  p r e t e n d  that  I was 
an ideally at tent ive parent .  I was par t i cular ly i n a d e q u a t e  when  
it came to playing wi th t hem.  Have you ever t r ied to play well 
wi th ch i l dr en  on schedule?  Or when  you get  off s chedul e  and 
all you can t h ink abou t  is the unf i n i shed c hap t e r  you have to 
write? Lily, however ,  played wi th our  ch i l d r en  with an u n e n d i n g  
grace.  She also c on t r i bu t e d  to my books.  I ndeed ,  as I wrote  in 
the i n t r o d u c t i o n  to The Road Less Traveled, "she has been  so giv­
ing that  it is hardly possible to di s t ingui sh her  wi sdom .. . f rom 
my own." But  she could not  have organi zed  her  t ime well 
e n o u g h  to wri te (and rewri te)  sent ences ,  p a r a g r a phs ,  and c h a p ­
ters week after week,  m o n t h  after mont h .
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Slowly, t he re fore ,  Lily and I agr eed  to accept  what  once 
l ooked like vices as vir tues,  curses as blessings,  liabili t ies as as­
sets. Lily has the gift of  f lowing;  I have the gift of  organi za t i on .  
Over  the years I have l ea rned  a bit about  how to go wi th the 
f l ow and to be mor e  pa t i ent  and at tent ive in dea l i ng  with our  
ch i l dr en  and others .  Likewise,  Lily real ized that  a l t h o u g h  she 
had ma d e  i mp r o v e me n t s ,  she would  never  be compl e t e l y  orga ­
nized.  But  we have come to appr ec i a t e  each ot her ' s  very differ­
ent  styles as gifts and have slowly b e gun  to i nc o r po r a t e  the 
ot her ' s  gift into ourselves.  As a c o n s e q u e n c e ,  she and I are gr ad­
ually b e c o mi n g  mor e  whole  as individuals .  But  this woul d  not  
have been  possible had we not  first come  to t erms  wi th our  in­
dividual  l imi tat ions and r ecogni zed  the value of  our  i n t e r d e ­
p e n d e n c e .

The  only p r o b l e m with the word " i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e "  is that  
to some it may suggest  " codependency . "  A f ashionable  word 
this past  decade ,  " c ode pe nde nc y"  refers to a r e l a t i onshi p  in 
which the pa r t ne r s  cater  to — and t hereby e n c o u r a g e  — each 
ot her ' s  weaknesses .  Of ten it is proper l y  decr i ed.  But  I bel ieve 
we need to be caut ious  a bou t  this,  because  a very real par t  of  
the l ea r n i ng  of  mar r i age  is l ea rn i ng  how to work a r o u n d  each 
other ' s  l imi tat ions.  Wh e n  it is p r o p e r  to work a r o u n d  such l im­
i tat ions,  and when  to crit icize or to conf ront  t hem,  is a deci s ion 
that  can be made ,  again,  only out  of  the agoni z i ng  "empt iness  
of  not  k n o wi n g . "

Whi l e  I do not  wish to di scard the word " i n t e r d e p e n ­
dence , "  it may be helpful  to t h ink in t erms  of  a n o t h e r  word,  
"col l aborat ion":  l abor i ng  together .  In our  work wi th larger  or­
ganiza t ions ,  Lily and I have real ized that  such organi za t i ons  of­
ten have a lot to l earn abou t  col l abora t ion.  But  as we look at the 
organi za t i on  of  our  mar r i age ,  we have c o n c l u d e d  that  we have 
actually done  a pret ty good j o b  at l abor i ng  together .  W h e n  col ­
l abora t i on  is po o r  in an organi za t i on ,  the system can look qui te 
ugly. But  whe n  the co l l abor a t i on  is good,  not  only is the or ga ­
nizat ion efficient,  but  its system can be so beaut i ful  to beho l d  
that  it ap p r o a c h e s  a kind of  mystical  glory.
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A C C O U N T A B I L I T Y  A N D  S T R U C T U R E

I n t e r d e p e n d e n c e  does not  necessar i ly m e a n  that  the co l l abo­
rat ing individuals  have di f ferent  roles.  Usually,  however ,  it does;  
and,  as descr ibed,  Lily and I have had very di f ferent  roles in the 
thi r ty-seven-year-old or gan i za t i on  of  our  mar r i age .  And w h e n ­
ever t here  are di f ferent  roles in an organi za t i on ,  two i mp o r t a n t  
factors i mmedi a t e l y  come  into play: accountabi l i t y  and s t ruc­
ture.

I am able to d e p e n d  u p o n  Lily for mos t  of  the h o m e m a k ­
ing because  she not  only does it but  does it well.  An d  she can 
d e p e n d  u p o n  me for the m o n e y m a k i n g  for the same reason.  
We play these roles well because  we cons i de r  ourselves r e s p o n ­
sible for do i ng  so. In o t he r  words ,  we hold ourselves and each 
o t he r  account ab l e .  On the negat ive side,  accountabi l i t y  impl ies  
that  s o me o n e  is subject  to be i ng j u d g e d .  On the posi t ive side,  it 
impl ies  that  t he a c coun t ab l e  pe r son  is t rusted.  Were Lily to sig­
nificant ly fail at her  h o m e m a k i n g  r o l e  — were  she no l onger  ac­
c o u n t a b l e  — I could no l onge r  t rust  her  to fulfill t hat  role and 
would  have to step in to take over. Such a t akeover  would be 
natura l  and simple i f  her  loss of  accountabi l i t y  was due to a t e m­
porary physical  i llness.  For  ins tance,  wh e n  she had a breas t  ab­
scess fol lowing the bi r th of  our  thi rd chi ld,  it was the mos t  
na tura l  t h ing in the wor ld for me to take over the care of  that  
infant  and our  two o t he r  young  chi ldren.  Had  that  not  been  a 
t e mp o r a r y  cond i t i on ,  however ,  it woul d  have me a n t  a major  re­
s t ruc t ur i ng of  our  mar r i age .

So di ffering roles and accountabi l i t i es  imply s t ructure.  
Wi t hi n  a small  (but  not  necessar i ly at all s imple)  o r gani za t i on  
like mar r i age ,  roles and s t ructure  may be relat ively informal .  
But  the larger  and mor e  c o mp l e x  an organ i za t i on  becomes ,  the 
mor e  it is essent ial  that  the accountabi l i t y  s t ructure  be for mal ­
ized. W r i t t e n  j o b  descr ip t ions  (or, as they are now some t i mes  
cal led,  responsibi l i ty profi les) are now requ i r ed ,  and we have 
e n t e r ed  the rea lm of  formal  organizat ions .

Virtual ly every business  school  has a ma n d a t o r y  course  en-
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t i t led s o me t h i n g  like "Organi za t i ona l  Theory. "  And  a s t andard  
and eno r mo u s l y  thick t ex t book wi th the same title will lay out  
the full r ange  of  possible organi za t i ona l  s t ructures  for the bus i ­
ness execut ive to choose  from.  Whi l e  this r ange  can be vast and 
compl i ca t ed ,  the subject  is actual ly a lmos t  ou t r ageous l y  simple.  
It has but  one unde r l y i ng  pr incipl e ,  whi ch is "cont i ngency  t h e ­
ory." Co n t i nge nc y  theory (which,  like systems theory,  is not  a 
t heory  but  a fact) simply states t ha t  t here  is no one  best  type of  
organi za t i on .  The best  s t ructure  for a par t i cul ar  organi za t i on  
or en d e a v o r  is contingent upon the pur pos e  of  the col lect ive,  col ­
l aborat ive endeavor ,  as well as o t her  factors.

A m o n g  these o t he r  factors is the na t ure  of  the peopl e  in­
volved.  A t h i nk- t ank o r gani za t i on  is not  going to draw the same 
kind of  peop l e  as a mor e  t r adi t ional  ma n u f a c t u r i n g  company.  
Mar ke t i ng  d e p a r t me n t s  are not  going to draw the same kind of  
peopl e  as sales de p a r t me n t s .  No wh e r e  could this be mor e  evi­
den t  than in the organi za t i on  of  mar r i age .  In ac c o r da nce  with 
c on t i ngency  theory,  t here  is no one best  o r gani za t i on  of  a ma r ­
riage.  Al t h o u g h  Lily's and my mar r i age  has been  o r gani zed  ac­
cordi ng to what  seem to be stereotypical  roles,  that  organizat ion,  
as I have sugges ted,  is actual ly the p r o d u c t  of  our very di f ferent  
per sonal i t i es  and cal l ings and is not  in any way s o me t h i n g  that  
we hold for th as a cor r ec t  model .  Goodne s s  ca n n o t  be s t e reo­
typed.  I could offer you stereotypical  formulas  for bad ma r ­
riages;  I c a n n o t  offer an organi za t i ona l  f or mul a  for a good 
mar r i age .  Each s i tuat ion is di f ferent  because  of  the very differ­
ent  pa r t ne r s  involved.

Wh e n e v e r  t he re  is accountabi l i t y  s t ruc t ured  into a system, 
be it as small  as a mar r i age  or as huge  as a c o r por a t i on ,  t he re  is 
also an author i t y  s t ructure.  This doesn ' t  me a n  that  author i t y  
can' t  be shared.  For  ins t ance ,  the mo n e y  Lily and I save is split 
equal ly be t ween  us. Any i mp o r t a n t  deci s ion about  the ch i l dr en  
and abou t  major  i nves t ment s  or expenses  we have always made  
conjointly.  None t he l e s s ,  as individuals ,  we each have l imi ted au­
thori ty wi thin our  own domai ns .

A c o r po r a t i on  p r e s i den t  on the board  of  di rec tor s  of  FCE 
has t augh t  us the t e r m "the author i t y  of  knowl edge . "  Lily can
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fulfill her  h o m e m a k i n g  role wi t hou t  any day-to-day overs ight  
f rom me precisely because  she has such authori ty.  For  exampl e ,  
a coupl e  of  weeks ago,  wh e n  I was a bou t  to do a few local er­
rands ,  Lily asked me i f  I woul d  pick up a b u n c h  of  parsley at the 
store.  A l t h o u g h  the only parsley the re  was severely wil ted,  I 
b o u g h t  a b u n c h  r a t he r  than make  a forty-mile r ound  trip to 
pur chas e  some that  was fresh.  None t he l e s s ,  I p r e s e n t e d  this 
wil ted stuff to Lily wi th some chagr in.  She i mmedi a t e l y  said, 
"Oh,  that ' s  no p r ob l e m;  you j u s t  soak it in water." Wi t h i n  a day, 
that  parsley l ooked as fresh as whe n  it was picked.  Lily knows 
the tricks of  her  t rade.

Our  mar r i age  is in no way hierarchi ca l .  A l t h o u g h  the re  is a 
system of  accountabi l i ty,  n e i t h e r  of  us is the overal l  boss.  But  
t here  is no way in larger  systems,  such as businesses ,  that  you 
can have a s t ructure  of  accountabi l i t y  wi t hout  a chain of  c o m­
mand .  Wh a t  that  cha i n  o f  c o m m a n d  will look like can vary con ­
siderably f rom business  to business ,  c o n t i n g e n t  u p o n  the 
na t u r e  of  the business ,  but  s o me wh e r e  the buck  has to stop.  Be ­
cause they have had u n p l e a s a n t  expe r i e nc es  with hierarchi ca l  
author i t y  systems,  many peop l e  t end to di st rust  all s t ructure.  
They need  to guard  against  this t endency.  The r e  can be highly 
dysfunct ional  s t ructures ,  but  s t ructure  is by no means  all bad.  
Most  of  it is good.  I nd e e d ,  over  the years I have come to learn 
that  not  only ch i l dr en  but  adul ts  very mu c h  need  s t ructure.

Empl oyees  of ten suffer grievously f rom a lack of  s t ructure.  
I first real ized this when ,  at the age of  thi r ty-one,  I was assigned 
to be the d i r ec t or  of  psychiat ry at the U.S.  Ar my Medical  Ce n ­
ter on Okinawa.  In this pos i t ion I was to ma n a g e  a d e p a r t m e n t  
of  app r ox i ma t e l y  forty peopl e .  Unt i l  that  t ime I had never  m a n ­
aged anybody.  Nor  had I ever r eceived anyt h i ng  faintly r e s e m­
bl ing m a n a g e m e n t  t ra ining.  Yet f rom the m o m e n t  I t ook over 
the d e p a r t m e n t ,  I was perfect ly clear  in my own mi n d  abou t  
what  my m a n a g e m e n t  style woul d  be. I was going to b e  j u s t  as 
di f ferent  f rom every a u t ho r i t a r i an  boss who had ever been  in 
cha r ge  of  me as I could possibly be.

I had no idea how to def ine consensus ,  but  I was going to 
strive for it. Cer tainly my mode l  was a highly consul t at ive one.
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Not  only did I never  make  an admini s t r a t i ve  deci s ion wi t hout  
consul t i ng  everyone involved,  I did my very best  to see that ,  
wi thin the cons t ra int s  o f  profess ional  c o m p e t e n c e ,  the peopl e  
u n d e r  me made  thei r  own deci s ions  wh e n e v e r  possible abou t  
the mat t er s  that  affected thei r  own lives. Because  ours was a 
medical ,  "professional , "  d e p a r t m e n t ,  I felt we could ignore  the 
ma t t e r  of  rank.  I d i s cour aged  t h e m f rom addr es s i ng  me as Ma­

j o r  Peck.  Soon everyone was cal l ing me Scotty. I was Mr. Nice 
Guy. An d  it worked.  The mo o d  was euphor i c .  Everybody spoke 
glowingly a bou t  wha t  a good l eader  I was and how rel ieved they 
were to be free of  that  s tupid old l i eu t enan t  colonel ,  thei r  p r e ­
vious c o mma n d e r .  The work ran smoothly.  The d e p a r t m e n t  
mor a l e  was superb.

Af t e r j u s t  abou t  six mon t hs ,  however ,  things began  to go 
sour. The cha nge  was almost  i mpe r cep t i b l e  at f i rst .  The e u p h o ­
ria was gone.  The me n  s t opped  t a lking a bou t  what  a great  place 
it was to work.  "All r ight ," I told myself,  "the h o n e y m o o n ' s  over. 
Wh a t  else could you expect? Now it's work as usual ,  but  n o t h ­
ing' s wrong. "  But  by the n i n e - mo n t h  mar k  things  began  to get  
worse.  Whi l e  the work went  on,  pet ty b i cker i ng started.  I wo n ­
de r ed  wh e t h e r  t here  mi gh t  be a p r o b l e m,  but  I could see n o t h ­
ing to a c c oun t  for it. Cer tainly it had no t h i ng  to do wi th me,  for 
h a d n ' t  I shown mysel f  to be a bor n  leader? By the year  mark,  
however ,  it was clear  t he re  was a p r ob l em.  The bi cker i ng had es­
calated and work was b e g i n n i n g  to suffer. Litt le things  were be ­
ing left u n d o n e .

At  this po i n t  fate s eemed  to come  to my rescue.  A major  
new o u t pa t i e n t  medical  c o mp l e x  was in the final  stages of  con ­
s t ruct ion,  and the hospi tal  c o m m a n d e r  told me that  the cl inic,  
the largest  par t  of  our  d e p a r t m e n t ,  would move there.  Our  cur ­
rent  offices were c r a mp e d ,  cold,  and gloomy.  The new ones  
would be m o d e r n  and airy, wi th views over the Pacific and wall- 
to-wall carpet ing.  Surely the mor a l e  would i mpr ove  at the 
p r ospec t  of  such a pl easant  move.

It didn' t .  It got  worse.  As movi ng  day a p p r o a c h e d  the en­
tire staff grew ever mor e  i rr i table.  They began  to squabbl e  with 
each o t he r  abou t  who would get  which office in the new bui ld­
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ing. The packi ng of  fi les fell way beh i nd  schedule .  It was now fi­
nally obvious tha t  it was my responsibi l i ty to do s omet h i ng .  But  
what? I a n n o u n c e d  to the staff that  we were goi ng to me e t  over 
in the new conf e r ence  r o o m for the ent i rety of  the next  m o r n ­
ing. And  that  we woul d  c o n t i nue  to mee t  in that  way every 
mo r n i n g  — even  t h o u g h  it me a n t  wor k i ng  in the eve n i n g s  — un ­
til we got  to the bo t t o m of  the pr ob l em.

The  two f our -hour  mee t i ngs  we had were the s tormies t  I 
have ever a t t ended .  Everyone  took pot shot s  at me and at each 
other.  Ever yone  was angry.  Everyone  had s o me t h i n g  to c o m­
plain about .  Yet all the compl a i n t s  were  picky, superf icial ,  and 
seemingly u n r e a s ona b l e .  It was unre l i eved  chaos.  But  toward 
the end of  the second mo r n i n g ,  one  of  the young  enl i s ted men  
said, "I feel I don ' t  know wher e  I stand." I asked him if  he would 
e l aborate .  He couldn ' t .  He be c a me  inar t i culate  and the g r oup  
c o n t i n u e d  wi th its r a n d o m  conflict .  But  the young  man ' s  words  
r e ve r be r a t ed  t h r o u g h  my mind.  Ear l ier  that  m o r n i n g  s o me o n e  
else had said,  "Everything' s  vague a r o u n d  here . "  And  the day 
before ,  a n o t h e r  young  man  had voiced the complaint :  "It's like 
we ' re  at sea." I told the g r oup  I n e e d e d  t ime to t hink,  that  they 
should get  back to work,  and that  we would not  have any mor e  
of  these mee t i ngs  for the foreseeable  future.

We r e t u r ned  to the old bui l d i ng and I sat in my office, star­
ing at the cei l ing,  my l unch on the desk beside me,  unea t en .  Was 
it possible the d e p a r t m e n t  n e e d e d  mor e  s t ructure  than I had 
provided? Wh a t  kind of  s t ructure? A clearer  sense of  rank? Wha t  
did they want  me to do  — boss t hem a r o u n d  like a b u n c h  of  chi l ­
dren? That  was totally against  my nature .  But  then most  of  t hem 
were r a t her  young,  after all. Could it be that  they want ed  me to be 
some kind of  father  f igure? Yet i f  I started o r de r i ng  t hem a r o u n d  
like an autocrat ,  wou l dn ' t  they hate me? I wan t ed  to be Mr. Nice 
Guy. But,  come  to t h ink of  it, it was not  my j o b  to be popular ;  it 
was my j o b  to run the best  possible d e p a r t m e n t  I could.  Maybe 
they n e e d e d  a s t ronger  kind of  l eadership  f rom me.

I cal led the n o n c o m m i s s i o n e d  officer in charge  of  the d e ­
p a r t m e n t  and asked him to br ing me the plans for the new 
bui l d i ng  as soon as possible.  W h e n  he r e t u r n e d ,  we unr o l l ed



186

the f loor plan for the psychiat ry o u t pa t i e n t  clinic on my desk.  I 
po i n t ed  to the larger  co r ne r  office. "That  will be mi ne , "  I an­
n o u n c e d .  Then ,  paus i ng  j u s t  long e n o u g h  for him to note  each 
as s i gnment ,  I p r o c e e d e d  along the b l u e p r i n t  t h r o u g h  the 
smal ler  offices: "We' ll  put  Capt a i n  Ames  here ,  you here ,
Se rgeant  Ryan t here ,  L i e u t e n a n t  H o b s o n  here ,  Pr ivate Cooper -  
man  t here ,  Capt a i n  Marshal l  here ,  Sergeant  Mosely here ,  Pr i ­
vate Enowi t ch  t here , "  and so on down the map.  "Now please go 
i nform each of  t hem of  the office I've assigned him to."

You could pract ical ly hea r  the howls of  di smay all across 
the island.  But  by eveni ng mor a l e  had b e g u n  to i mprove ,  and 
the next  day I wa t ched  it escalate.  By the end of  the week,  it was 
back to whe r e  it had been  at its best.  They still cal led me Scotty, 
and my overal l  style of  l eader sh i p  c o n t i n u e d  to be relat ively —  
a l t h o u g h  no l onger  r i g i d l y  — nonau t hor i t a r i an .  But  mor a l e  
stayed high for the r e ma i n i n g  year  of  my duty.

You could th ink of  this as a success story. I did eventual ly 
acknowl edge  that  t here  was a p r o b l e m and that  it was my re­
sponsibil i ty.  I f inal ly t ook the cor r ec t  steps to d i agnose  it and 
was able to readjust  my behavi or  to mee t  the needs  of  the orga­
nizat ion.  I nde e d ,  it was a d r amat i c  e xampl e  o f  how a system can 
be successfully c h a n g e d  by a s imple i n t e rvent i on .  However ,  it 
can also be r e g a r d e d  as a story of  fai lure.  For  the fact of the mat ­
ter is that  the d e p a r t m e n t  — the  o r gani za t i on  and the i ndividu­
als wi thin it — suffered for over  six m o n t h s  on a c c oun t  of  my poor  
l eader shi p .  It was indel ibly clear  that  we had a signi f icant  
mor a l e  p r o b l e m at least  six m o n t h s  before  I t ook correct ive ac­
tion.  Why did I take so long?

One  reason was my self-esteem.  I simply did not  want  to be ­
lieve that  t he re  was anyt h i ng  wr ong  with me or that  my l eader ­
ship was any t h i ng  o t he r  t han  perfect .  Fuel ing that  concei t ,  
however ,  were my needs:  my need  to offer the d e p a r t m e n t  a 
simplist ical ly compa s s i ona t e ,  n o n a u t h o r i t a r i a n  style of  supervi ­
sion,  and my need  to receive back the cons t an t  affect ion and 
gra t i t ude  of  my subord i na t es .  Unt i l  that  final  day I never  even 
s t opped  to ask wh e t h e r  my needs  ma t c h e d  those of  the o r gan i ­
zat ion.  It a lmos t  r equ i r e d  a revelat ion for me to real ize tha t  it
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was not  necessar i ly my j o b  — my role in the o r g a n i z a t i o n  — to be 
popular .

It also never  o c c u r r e d  to me that  t here  was anyt h i ng  o t her  
than one best  way to run any organi za t i on .  I had never  hea rd  of  
c on t i ngency  theory  back then.  My g r oup  consc i ousness  was so 
l imi ted that  I gave no t h o u g h t  to how r emar kabl y  y o ung  the 
m e m b e r s  of  the d e p a r t m e n t  were,  and he nc e  no t h o u g h t  to the 
possibi l i ty that  the d e p a r t m e n t  mi gh t  r equi r e  a di f ferent  style 
of  l eader sh i p  t han  an or gan i za t i on  whose  p e r s o n n e l  were mor e  
mat ur e .  We had all suffered needlessly for m o n t h s  because  of  a 
lack of  s t ructure.

Al t h o u g h  peopl e  of ten d on ' t  real ize it, s t ructures  can be 
flexible.  A signi f icant  par t  of  the work at FCE is to t each orga ­
nizat ions,  bo t h  large and small ,  how to "opera t e  in communi t y . "  
Wh e n  ope r a t i ng  in communi t y ,  the g r oup  does not  have a rigid 
aut hor i t y  s t ructure;  aut hor i t y  and l eader sh i p  are shared,  as they 
mus t  be to maxi mi ze  c o m mu n i c a t i o n .  But  we could not  do this 
work i f  it m e a n t  tha t  organi za t i ons  had to a b a n d o n  thei r  hi er ­
archical  author i t y  s t ructure  al together .  We can do it only b e ­
cause it is possible for an or gan i za t i on  to oper a t e  in a 
h i erarchi ca l  mo d e  mos t  of  the t ime,  deal ing wi th its day-to-day 
ope r a t i ons ,  but  to switch to a c o mmu n i t y  mo d e  in r e sponse  to 
cer t a in issues and p r o b l e ms  (such as those  of  diversi ty and 
mora l e )  and wh e n e v e r  g r oup  deci s ion ma k i n g  is r equi red.

As I no t ed  in The Road Less Traveled, one character i s t i c  of 
individual  ment a l  hea l t h  is what  I call flexible r esponse  systems.  
These  are also a charact er i s t i c  of  organi za t i ona l  heal th.  An or­
ganiza t ion  that  has two mode s  o f  ope r a t i ng  at its c o m m a n d  and 
can use one  or the other ,  c o n t i n g e n t  u p o n  the c i r cumst ances ,  is 
obviously going to be hea l t h i e r  than an o r gani za t i on  that  can 
funct ion only in a single way.

B O U N D A R I E S  A N D  V U L N E R A B I L I T Y

Wh e r e v e r  a s t ructure  of  accountabi l i t y  and di ffering roles has 
been  establ i shed,  t here  you will find bounda r i e s .  Such b o u n d ­
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aries are a t wo-edged sword.  On the one  hand ,  they are essen­
tial. I f  pe r s onne l  in the sales d e p a r t m e n t  felt totally free to 
ma r c h  into the ma r ke t i ng  d e p a r t m e n t  and tell it how to mar ke t  
the p r oduc t ,  the resul t  woul d  be chaos.  On the o t he r  hand ,  i f  
the b o u n d a r i e s  of  these two di f ferent  d e p a r t me n t s  are so rigid 
that  t he re  can be no c o m m u n i c a t i o n  be t ween  t he m,  i m m o b i ­
l izat ion and ineff icient  compet i t i veness  will be the result .  One  
reason FCE is b r o u g h t  into c o r por a t i ons  to bui ld c o mmu n i t y  is 
in o r de r  to soften d e p a r t me n t a l  b o u n d a r i e s  that  have b e c o me  
so rigid that  they prevent  i mp o r t a n t  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  and func­
t ional  i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e .

The choices  of  a major  business  execut ive about  how to 
deal  wi th such b o u n d a r y  issues are choices  relat ively few have to 
exerci se.  But  every h u m a n  being has to deal  with b o u n d a r y  is­
sues wi thin the o r gani za t i on  of  his or her  mar r i age ,  nuc l ear  
family, e x t e n d e d  family, ne t wor k  of  f r i endship,  and empl oy ­
ment .  Each of  us as individuals  mus t  make  choices  day in and 
day out  in def ining our  b o u n d a r i e s  wi thin the f r amewor k  of  any 
organizat ion.

Pe r haps  the easiest  o f  such choices  involve the degr ee  to 
which you are going to r espect  o t he r  peopl e ' s  bounda r i e s .  
Wha t  makes  these deci s ions easier  is that  you will eventual ly be 
pu n i s h e d ,  one way or anot he r ,  for fail ing to perceive such 
b o u n d a r i e s  and act  accordingly.  These  b o u n d a r i e s  will vary 
f rom individual  to individual  and cul ture  to cul ture .  Psychol o­
gists, for i ns t ance ,  have d i sce r ned  that  t he re  is a specific dis­
tance at which most  peop l e  in a given cul ture  feel comf or t ab l e  
c o m m u n i c a t i n g  with thei r  fellows. In the Un i t ed  States,  that  dis­
tance is relat ively large,  and se ldom do we talk with a new ac­
qu a i n t a n c e  unless our  faces are a good t hree  feet di s t ant  f rom 
each other.  In India ,  on the o t he r  hand ,  the n o r m may be mor e  
like one foot. The r e l a t i onshi p  be t ween  this c o n c e p t  of  actual  
physical  space and b o u n d a r i e s  is r ecogn i zed  in our  cu r r e n t  psy­
chological  l ingo by the express i on "to give each o t he r  space."

Such space,  o f  course ,  is m u c h  mor e  c o mp l e x  than  mer e  
footage.  A dozen years ago,  for exa mpl e ,  Lily was r iding the
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Staten Island Ferry wi th her  mot he r ,  who was in the early stages 
of  senili ty at the t ime.  Whi le  they were si t t ing on the ferry, her  
m o t h e r  spied a gray hai r  in Lily's fine black crown,  and wi t hout  
pe r mi s s i on  to do so, suddenl y  r eached  over  and yanked  that  
hai r  out.  Lily natural ly felt violated.  This was not ,  o f  course ,  the 
same level o f  violat ion as rape or robber y  or mur der ,  but  the 
epi sode makes  the po i n t  t hat  in lesser ways we violate o t he r  p e o ­
ple' s b o u n d a r i e s  all the t ime and cause t hei r  r e s e n t me n t  w h e n ­
ever we do so.

No n e t h e l e s s ,  b o u n d a r i e s  mus t  be violated at cer t ain t imes.  
Pe r haps  the mos t  agoni z i ng decis ions we ever have to make 
c onc e r n  when  to i n t e r vene  in the affairs o f  our  chi l dr en ,  our  
fr iends,  and,  as we get  older,  our  parent s .  Ho w do you know 
when  to i n t e rvene  in the life of  an ado l e scen t  or y o ung  adul t  
chi ld,  and wh e n  to t rust  the way that  she is flowing? Or when  to 
conf r ont  a fr iend who seems to have taken the wr ong  path? Or 
when  to step in to insist t ha t  elder ly parent s  get  the care they 
obviously need  and j u s t  as obviously do n ' t  want? You don' t .  
The r e  is no formula.  All such deci s ions mus t  be ma d e  out  of  the 
"agony of  not  knowing. "  We are conf r ont ed ,  once  again,  with 
the p a r a doxe s  of  life and the fact that  we are a lmos t  at one and 
the same t ime cal led to r espect  the bo u n d a r i e s  of  other s  and,  
up o n  occas ion,  to i nt er fere  in thei r  lives no ma t t e r  how mu c h  
they mi gh t  hate us for it.

In my expe r i ence ,  however ,  a grea t e r  p r o b l e m than  that  of  
l ea rn i ng  an awareness  of  o ther s '  b ounda r i e s ,  and when  and 
how to respect  t hem,  is the p r o b l e m of  choos i ng  and set t ing 
our  own b ounda r i e s .  W h e n  I was still in the pract i ce  of  psy­
chot herapy,  it s eemed  to me that  at least  ha l f  my pat i ent s  had 
what  I came to call d r awbr i dge  p r ob l ems .  Soone r  or later I 
would say to t hem,  "All of  us live in a castle.  A r o u n d  the castle,  
there is a moat ,  and over the mo a t  t here  is a dr awbr i dge  which 
we can lower  o p e n  or raise shut ,  d e p e n d i n g  up o n  our  will." The 
p r ob l e m was that  my pat i ent s '  d r awbr i dges  did not  work very 
well. Ei t her  they were laid open  all the t ime,  so that  virtually 
anyone and everyone  could amble  into t hei r  per sonal  space,
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prowl  a r ound ,  stay as long as they l iked,  and do what ever  ha r m 
they wou l d  — or else thei r  d r awbr i dges  were raised shut  and 
stuck so that  nobody  and n o t h i n g  could p e n e t r a t e  t hei r  iso­
lated sol i tude.  Ne i t h e r  case was benign.

These  pat i ent s  lacked f r eedom and the flexible r esponse  
systems that  are such a dr amat i c  character i s t i c  of  men t a l  heal th.  
For  ins t ance ,  in The Road Less Traveled, I di scussed a w o ma n  who 
would sleep wi th every ma n  she dat ed,  whi ch left her  feel ing so 
d e g r a d e d  that  she would  t hen  cease dat ing al together .  It was a 
ver i table r evelat ion for her  to l earn that  t he re  are some me n  
you don ' t  want  to let in t h r o u g h  your  f ront  door ,  some you 
mi gh t  want  to let in t h r o u g h  your  f ront  do o r  and into your  liv­
ing r oom but  not  into your  b e d r o o m ,  and some you mi gh t  want  
to let into your  b e d r o o m.  She had never  cons i de r ed  that  t here  
mi gh t  be — mi g h t  need  to be — at  least  t hr ee  di f ferent  ways to re­
s pond to di f ferent  me n  in any given si tuat ion.  Nor  had she pe r ­
ceived that  she had the power  to make  such di sc r i mi na t i ng 
choices ,  to draw a line to establ ish and pr o t ec t  her  bounda r i e s .

It is our  choice wh e n  to lower  our  dr awbr i dges  and when  
to raise t hem.  But  this choice leads us into yet a n o t h e r  c o m­
plexity.  I f  we keep our  dr awbr i dges  open ,  peop l e  or issues may 
come  into our  lives and hur t  us,  not  so mu c h  physical ly as e m o ­
tionally.  The r esponse  of  many to this d i l e mma  is to keep thei r  
physical  d r awbr i dges  somewha t  open ,  but  thei r  emot i ona l  
d r awbr i dges  firmly closed.  It is as i f  an execut ive had an "open 
door" policy, but  nobody  who came in t h r o u g h  that  door  ever 
affected him.  One  of  our  o n g o i n g  p r o b l e ms  in life is to c on ­
stantly choose  the degr ee  to which we are going to al low ou r ­
selves to be emot i ona l l y  affected by issues and o t he r  people .  
This is the d i l e mma  of  vulnerabi l i ty.

The  word "vulnerabi l i ty" me a ns  the ability to be wo u n d e d .  
In choos i ng  how vul ne r ab l e  we are going to be as h u m a n  b e ­
ings,  it is essent ial  that  we make  the di s t inct ion b e t ween  w o u n d ­
ing as in be i ng hur t  and w o u n d i n g  as in be i ng da ma ge d .  To 
help make  that  di s t inct ion in my lectures ,  on occas ion I used to 
ask i f  t here  was anyone  in the aud i e nc e  who was wil l ing to vol­
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u n t e e r  for an u n k n o w n  but  painful  expe r i men t .  For tunately,  
some brave soul always was. I would  ask the vo l un t ee r  to come  
up on stage and I would pi nch his or her  u p p e r  a rm qui te sharply. 
Then  I would  stand back and ask, "Did that  hur t  you?" The vol­
u n t e e r  would reply vigorously that  it did.  Th e n  I would ask, 
"Did it d a ma g e  you?" The vo l un t ee r  would u s u a l l y  — and s o me ­
t imes r e l uc t a n t l y  — acknowl edge  that  whi le she or he had e x p e ­
r i enced  pain,  no p e r m a n e n t  d a ma g e  had been  sus tained as a 
result.

U n d e r  almost  all c i r cumstances ,  it would be plain s tupid to 
walk into a si tuat ion wher e  you are likely to be pe r ma ne n t l y  d a m­
aged.  But  it mi ght  be very smar t  to open you r s e l f  up  — wi t h i n  l im­
i ts — to si tuat ions in which you would be likely to exper i ence  
some emot i ona l  pain,  such as in t aking a risk to en t e r  a re l a t ion­
ship that  has the potent ial  to lead to c o mmi t me n t .  Again it is 
necessary to di s t inguish be t ween the path of  smar t  selfishness 
and the pa th  of  stupid selfishness.  Stupid selfishness,  you will 
r eme mbe r ,  is t rying to avoid all emot i ona l ,  existent ial  suffering,  
whereas  smar t  selfishness is di s t ingui shing be tween suffering that  
is neurot i c ,  unnecessary,  and unpr oduc t i ve ,  and suffering that  is 
i nhe r e n t  in life and product ive  of  l earning.

So it is necessary for our  own e mot i ona l  hea l t h  and l ea r n ­
ing tha t  we ret a in the capaci ty to choose  to be o p e n  to be i ng a 
vul ne rab l e  per son.  It is also necessary for mean i ngf u l  c o m m u ­
nicat ion and organi za t i ona l  behavior .  As I wrote  in What Return 
Can I  Make?

Wh a t  h a p p e n s  when  one pe r son  takes the risk to say to 
anot her :  I 'm confused,  I 'm not  sure wher e  I am going;
I ' m feel ing lost and lonely;  I 'm t i red and f r ight ened.
Will you help me? The effect of  such vulnerabi l i ty is al­
mos t  invar iably d i sarming.  "I 'm lonely and t i red too," 
other s  are likely to say and open  thei r  arms to us.

But  what  h a p p e n s  i f  we try to ma i n t a i n  a "macho"  
i mage of  having it a l together ,  of  be i ng the top dog,  
when  we gird ourselves abou t  wi th our  psychological
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defenses? We b e c o me  u n a p p r o a c h a b l e ,  and our  
ne i ghbor s  guard  t hemselves  in thei r  defenses ,  and our  
h u m a n  r e l a t i onships  b e c o me  no mor e  mean i ngf u l  or 
p r oduc t i ve  t han  two empty tanks b u m p i n g  against  
each o t her  in the night .

I am not  advising anyone  to be total ly vu l nerab l e ,  nor  to be 
vu l ne rab l e  at all t imes.  None t he l e s s ,  i f  you choose  to be a hea l ­
ing p r esence  in the wor ld,  it will be necessary to choose  
t h r o u g h o u t  your  life to retain the capaci ty to be w o u n d e d  to at 
least  some degree .  A just i f iably famous  book  by He nr i  N o u w e n  
is ent i t l ed The Wounded Healer. The message of  that  book,  as its 
title suggests,  is that  i f  we are to be effective heal er s  we mus t  al­
low ourselves,  wi thin limits,  to be cont inual ly  wo u n d e d ,  and 
that ,  i ndeed ,  it is only out  of  our  wo u n d e d n e s s  that  we can heal  
or be healed.

But  again,  t here  mus t  be limits.  A man  by the na me  of  J o h n  
Kiley once  i n t r o d u c e d  me to a Zen Buddh i s t - l i ke  express ion:  
"to weep wi th one eye." We e p i ng  wi th one eye does not  me a n  
that  the suffering of  vulnerabi l i ty should be ha l fhea r t ed  but  
only that  one  should general ly not  be d a ma g e d  by it. The  ex­
press ion point s  to the di s t inct ion be t ween  e mp a t h y  and sympa­
thy. Empat hy ,  the capaci ty to feel and to some degr ee  take on 
a n o t h e r  pe r son ' s  pain,  is always a virtue.  Sympathy,  on the o t her  
hand ,  is mor e  like symbiosis,  or a total  ident i f i cat ion wi th the 
o t he r  per son.  I am not  saying that  all sympathy is bad,  but  i f  you 
wal low in a n o t h e r  pe r son ' s  depr es s i on  to such an ext ent  that  
you b e c o me  depr e s s ed  yourself,  you have not  only t aken on an 
unneces sa r y  b u r d e n  but  made  yourse l f  unl ikely to be able to 
help that  person.

This di s t inct ion is, of  course ,  ext r emel y  i mp o r t a n t  for psy­
chotherapi s t s .  The single greates t  t al ent  a ps ychot he r ap i s t  can 
possess is the capaci ty to be s imul t aneous ly  bot h  involved and 
de t ached .  This is what  is me a n t  by weep i ng  wi th one eye. It is 
not ,  however ,  a t a l ent  to be deve l oped  j us t  by psychotherapi s t s ;  
it is a capaci ty that  mus t  be deve l oped  by anyone  who desi res to 
be a hea l i ng  p r e s e nc e  in the world.
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In The Road Less Traveled, I drew the di s t inct ion be t ween  spiri­
tual and poli t ical  power.  Pol i t ical  power  is essent ial ly the capac­
ity to force or i nf luence  other s  to do what  you want  t h e m to do.  
It is a funct ion of  the s t ructure  of  organizat ions .  Pol i t ical  power  
does  not  actual ly reside wi thin the pe r son  h i m s e l f  but  r a t her  in 
the pos i t i on he holds  in a h i e r a r chy or in the money  he h a p ­
pens  to have to create or gani za t i ons  to do what  he wants  to be 
done .  Poli t ical  power  is always "t emporal . "  One  may have it for 
a whi le,  but  eventual ly it will always be wres t ed away, i f  not  by re­
p l a c e me n t  or ma n d a t o r y  r e t i r ement ,  t hen  by old age or, ul t i ­
mately,  dea t h  f rom e i ther  na tura l  causes or assassinat ion.

Spir i tual  power,  on the o t he r  hand ,  has little to do with or­
ganiza t ion or s t ructure.  It  resides not  in pos i t i on or in money  
but  in the pe r son ' s  being.  It is the capaci ty to i nf luence  others ,  
often by exampl e ,  simply by vi r tue of  the kind of  pe r s on  that  
one is. Those  who are poli t ical ly powerful  usual ly do not  pos ­
sess mu c h  in the way of  spir i tual  power.  Conversely,  the spi r i tu­
ally powerful  are as likely to be found a mo n g  the poor  and 
di senf ranchi sed.

I do not  me a n  to imply that  t here  can be no over lap b e ­
t ween pol i t ical  and spir i tual  power.  Execut ives  are subject  to 
the very same t e mpt a t i ons  that  Jesus  con f r on t e d  in the desert .  
Unl i ke  Jesus,  they are likely to f lunk the test. They are ref lec­
t ions of  Lord  Act on ' s  famous  maxim:  "Power  t ends  to c o r r up t  
and absolut e  power  cor rupt s  absolutely." A l t h o u g h  that  is usu­
ally t rue,  it has been  my good for t une  to know a n u m b e r  of  ex­
t remely powerful  execut ives  who were not  cor rupt ;  rather ,  they 
were except ional ly  self-reflective peop l e  wi th e x t r aor d i na r y  in­
sight  and c o n c e r n  for others .  And  they suffered deeply in thei r  
work.  By necessi ty they wept  wi th one eye,  but  they ma i n t a i n e d  
thei r  capaci ty for vulnerabi l i ty.

No e x pe r i e nc e  in my life was mor e  painful  t han  when  FCE 
was hi t  by the recession and,  in 1991,  after r u n n i n g  heavily in 
the red for two years,  had to downsize.  As par t  of  the m a n a g e ­
me n t  o f  that  organi za t i on ,  I had to par t i c ipat e  in the painful  d e ­
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cision to lay off eight  very c o m p e t e n t  peopl e .  Such pain is one 
of  the reasons  why mos t  execut ives  b e c o me  h a r d e n e d  and lose 
thei r  capaci ty for vulnerabi l i ty.  Yet only those  few able to retain 
thei r  capaci ty for vulnerabi l i ty are the t ruly great  l eaders .  Once  
again,  as I wrote  in The Road Less Traveled, "Perhaps  the best  
meas u r e  of  a pe r son ' s  greatness  is his or her  capaci ty to suffer."

It is easy to overes t imate  the poli t ical  power  of  execut ives.  
In a h i gh- r ank i ng  execut ive pos i t ion,  thei r  h ands  are often tied. 
But  not  wi th r espec t  to this over lap of  pol i t ical  and spiri tual  
power.  The great es t  power  a top execut ive has is the ability to 
d e t e r mi n e  the spiri t  of  the organizat ion.  I f  his spiri t  is me a n  in 
some way, that  me a n n e s s  will pe r vade  the ent i re  organizat ion.  
This was impr es sed  up o n  me wh e n  I wor ked  in the federal  gov­
e r n m e n t  in Wa s h i n g t o n  from 1970 to 1972,  du r i ng  the Ni xon  
admi ni s t r a t i on .  The spirit  of  "dirty tricks" was virtual ly every­
where .  On the o t her  hand ,  in those pe r ha ps  rare ins tances  
whe n  a top execut ive is a deeply hones t  pe r son ,  you will p r o b a ­
bly f ind an unusual ly  hones t  organiza t ion.

Whi l e  pol i t ical  power  is general ly a t t a inable  by only a rela­
tive few, spir i tual  power  can be a t t a ined by most .  A l t h o u g h  to a 
cons i de r ab l e  ext ent  it is a gift f rom God,  b e g i n n i n g  wi th the 
crea t i on  of  the individual  soul,  peop l e  can choose  to neglec t  or 
cul t ivate thei r  souls.  Wh e n  you make  the choice for consc i ous ­
ness,  l ea rni ng,  and growth,  t hen  you have also chosen  the path 
of  spir i tual  power,  which resides in your  be i ng and not  in your  
posi t ion.

T h r o u g h o u t  the cent ur i es ,  t heo l ogi ans ,  in c ons i de r i ng  the 
d i c h o t o my  be t ween  be i ng  and doing,  have invar iably come  
down in favor o f  being.  In o t he r  words ,  who you a r e  — wha t  kind 
of  pe r son  you a r e  — is mu c h  mor e  i mp o r t a n t  t han  wha t  you ac­
tually do.  Tha t  is ha rd  to grasp in our  ac t i on- or i en t ed  cul ture .  I 
c a n n o t  tell you the n u m b e r  of  t imes I went  to Lily at the end of  
a day of  my psychiat r ic pract i ce and said to her,  "I really did 
s ome t h i ng  p h e n o m e n a l  wi th Tom today.  I made  a bri l l i ant  in­
t ervent ion.  It was a beaut i ful  maneuver . "  The p r o b l e m was that  
Tom would  t hen  come  back for his next  session and act as i f  
no t h i ng  had h a p p e n e d .  I would ask him after a whi le what  he



195

t h o u g h t  abou t  our  previous  session.  "What  a bou t  it?" Tom 
would  ask. I would then  r e mi n d  him of  the br i l l iant  t h ing I had 
done  or said, and Tom would scratch his head,  c o m m e n t i n g ,  "I 
vaguely r e m e m b e r  s o me t h i n g  abou t  that ."

On the o t he r  hand ,  Tom mi ght  come  in for a session and 
exclaim,  "God,  Dr. Peck,  wha t  you said last week has total ly rev­
olut ioni zed my life." Th e n  it would be my t urn to scratch my 
head and ask what  I had said or done  that  was so i mpor t an t .  
Tom woul d  answer,  "Don ' t  you r e m e m b e r  at the end of  our  last 
session,  j u s t  as I was leaving the office, you said such and such? 
T h a n k  you.  T h a n k  you." I d i dn ' t  r e m e m b e r  what ever  it was I 
had said that  was so heal ing.  It wasn' t  anyt h i ng  that  I had done  
but  r a t her  s o me t h i n g  that  had j u s t  "flowed" out  of  my being.

As a psycho t he r ap i s t  I used to be very i n t eres t ed i n  Jesus '  
"zap" cures ( a l t hough  the scientist  in me woul d  have l iked some 
good fol low-up studies) .  They are not  the n o r m in the pract i ce  
of  psychiatry.  I nde e d ,  in my whole  career ,  I have had only one 
zap cure,  whi ch oc c u r r e d  in the cont ex t  o f  communi t y .  It was at 
a f ive-day c o mmu n i t y - b u i l d i n g  wor ks hop  for a lmos t  four  h u n ­
dred peopl e  at a beaut i ful  re t r ea t  c en t e r  in N o r t h  Carol ina.  By 
the end of  t he thi rd day, the g r oup  as a whol e  had r eached  
"communi ty, "  but  t he re  were still a few st ragglers who wer en ' t  
t here  yet  and mi gh t  never  be. On the m o r n i n g  of  the four th 
day, I was car rying two cups of  coffee f rom the d i n i ng  room 
back to my own r o o m for my solitary prayer  t ime wh e n  I spied a 
wo ma n  si t t ing on the p a r a p e t  with a towel c lu t ched  to he r  head ,  
in the mos t  obvious  distress.  I s t opped ,  not  because  I wan t ed  to 
b e c o me  involved but  simply because  I was cur ious.

"My God,  you look miserabl e , "  I said. "What ' s  the mat t er?"
The lady c lu t ched  her  towel  even t i ght er  and m u m b l e d  in 

agony,  "I've got  a mi gra ine . "
"I 'm sorry," I r e s p o n d e d .  "I hope  it gets bet ter." And  I p r o ­

ceeded  on my way.
But  as I moved  off, I hea r d  the w o m a n  say, "I 'm so angry.  

I 'm so d a mn  ang r y ! "
Again,  I s t opped,  not  to try to heal  her  but  out  of  curiosi ty 

once  more .  "Why are you so angry?"
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"I 'm so angry at those d a mn  char i smat i c  phonies , "  she 
repl ied.  "You know,  the ones  who du r i ng  the s inging raise thei r  
hands  up in the air and wiggle t hem about .  They ' r e  j u s t  t rying 
to p r e t e n d  to be pious."

"I t h i nk  you ' r e  r ight  that  many of  t hem are probably  t rying 
to look pious," I c o m m e n t e d ,  "but  I t h ink pr obabl y  some of  
t h e m a r e  j u s t  having fun."

The lady l ooked at me with suddenl y  wide eyes. "Oh,  my 
God,  I've never  had fun," she blur ted.

"Well,  I hope  someday you do," I r e ma r ke d ,  and left with 
my coffee,  i n t ent  up o n  my prayer  t ime.

At  the end of the day it was r epo r t ed  to me that  this w o ma n  
no l onger  had a migra ine .  She had been  able to r each c o m m u ­
nity and had spent  the ent i re  a f t e rnoon tel l ing o t he r  me mb e r s  
o f  her  gr oup ,  "Dr. Peck hea l ed  me.  I've never  had fun. Dr. Peck 
hea l ed  me." Tha t  was my one "zap" cure.  I t h ink it was no acci ­
den t  that  it occur r ed  at a t ime when  I wasn' t  even t rying to heal.

I nde e d ,  the best  psychotherapi s t s  eventual ly learn,  i f  they 
hang  in t here  l ong e n o u g h ,  to stop trying to heal  thei r  pat ients .  
Wha t  they can realistically set thei r  sights on is bui l d i ng the best  
possible r e l a t i onship — or communi t y  — wi th thei r  pat ients;  within 
that  r e l a t i onship ,  hea l i ng  will natural ly occur  wi t hou t  thei r  hav­
ing to "do" anything.  I bel ieve that  the power  to heal ,  a spiri tual  
power,  comes  from God.  It is a gift. And  I bel ieve it is the i n t ent  
of  the Giver that  it should be used in such a m a n n e r  as to ul t i ­
mately give it away. In o t her  words ,  the best  r eason to have any 
kind of  power  — spi r i tual  or t empora l  — is to use it so as to e m ­
power  others.

C U L T U R E

Cul ture  may be def ined as the i n t e r l ocki ng  system of  nor ms  
and values,  impl ici t  or expl ici t ,  wi thin an organizat ion.  Every 
organi za t i on ,  even a mar r i age ,  has its own cul ture.  We speak of  
family cul tures.  The subject  of  cul ture  in business  is mu c h  wri t ­
ten about .  Of  course ,  every society has its own cul ture ,  and even
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those not  a c c u s t o me d  to t h i nki ng  in t e rms  of  systems are aware 
t h a t  Ame r i c a n  cul ture  is di f ferent  f rom Fr e n c h  cul ture ,  whi ch is 
di f ferent  f rom J a p a n e s e  cul ture ,  and so forth.

One  of  the mos t  inf luent ial  books  of  this cent ury  was Rut h  
Benedi c t ' s  Patterns o f  Culture, in which she descr i bed at l ength 
t hr ee  dramat i cal ly di f ferent  "pr imi t ive" cul tures.  In one of  the 
t hr ee ,  the g e n d e r  roles we know were compl e t e l y  reversed.  The 
me n  were accoun t a b l e  for the h o m e m a k i n g  and chi ld r ear ing,  
whi le the w o m e n  were a c coun t ab l e  for bus iness  and all the i m­
p o r t a n t  pol i t ical  decisions.  In cont rast ,  a n o t h e r  of  the cul tures  
Bene d i c t  s t udi ed was even mor e  pa t r i archal  than tha t  of  the 
Un i t ed  States back in the e i g h t e e n t h  or n i n e t e e n t h  century.

The message of  this powerful  book  was that  no cul ture  is 
be t t e r  t han  any other.  And  whi le a m e m b e r  of  any one of  t hem 
would have been  confused in en t e r i ng  another ,  each of the t hree 
seemingly wor ked  well.  Benedi c t ' s  book  put  for th the c onc e p t  
of  cul tural  relat ivism,  whose  unde r l y i ng  pr incipl e  is what  is con ­
s idered good in one  cul ture  may be c ons i de r ed  bad in another .  
In o t he r  words ,  ethics are totally relat ive to cul ture .  Somewha t  
like s i tuat ional  ethics,  cul tural  relat ivism holds  that  j u d g m e n t s  
ca n n o t  be made  abou t  any cul ture  except  f rom wi thin it.

The c o n c e p t  of  cul tural  relat ivism has done  mu c h  to 
b r o a d e n  our  mi nds  — mi nds  that  very mu c h  n e e d e d  b r o a d e n ­
ing. For  ins t ance ,  I r e m e m b e r  wi th great  clarity that  at the age 
of  n i n e t e e n  I, wi th a g r oup  o f  o t he r  Amer i cans ,  got  off a cruise 
ship that  had doc ke d  in Naples .  At  eleven o ' c lock that  evening,  
our  g r oup  st rol led along the st reets on the edge of  the beau t i ­
ful Bay of  Naples ,  and st rol l ing wi th us were swarms of  Ne a p o l i ­
tans of  every age.  It was not  the infants or the adul t s  who caugh t  
my compa t r i o t s '  eyes,  but  all the ch i l dr en  be t ween  the ages of  
two and twelve who were r u n n i n g  about .  "Why, they ough t  to be 
in bed!" they excl a imed.  "What  kind of  peop l e  are these I tal ians 
that  t hey keep thei r  ch i l dr en  up at eleven at night? That ' s  a t er ­
rible way to t reat  chi ldren. "

Wh a t  my compa t r i o t s  failed to real ize or take into a c c oun t  
is that  t he siesta was an inviolate par t  of  Ital ian c u l t u r e  — at least  
back t hen,  mor e  than forty years ago.  Everyone ,  adul t s  and chil-
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dren  al ike,  went  to sleep be t ween  two and five in the af t ernoon.  
Businesses  were  closed,  t hen  r e o p e n e d  a r o u n d  f ive or six in the 
evening;  and peopl e  normal l y  d i dn ' t  start  eat ing d i n n e r  until  
nine.  The ch i l dr en  were not  "up past  thei r  bed t i me"  or be ing 
mi s t r ea t ed  in any way. Had  my compa t r i o t s  been  mor e  famil iar  
wi th the c onc e p t  of  cul tural  relat ivism,  they mi gh t  not  have 
d e m o n s t r a t e d  the a r r ogan t  j u d g m e n t a l i s m  that  so many A m e r ­
ican tourists are guilty of  even today.

Somet i mes ,  however ,  it can be i n a p p r o p r i a t e  to wi t hhol d  
j u d g m e n t .  In 1969 Lily and I went  to India  for a s ight -seeing va­
cat ion.  A m o n g  Ame r i c a ns  who visit India,  t here  seem to be two 
di f ferent  types.  One  type r e t urns  raving abou t  India ' s  beauty.  
The  o t he r  comes  h o me  hor r i f i ed by thei r  exper i ence .  We be­
l onged  to the hor r i f i ed type.  We were hor r i f i ed not  only by the 
pover ty and the f i l th but  also by the i ncredi bl e  inefficiency.  
T h r o u g h o u t  our  eleven days we saw things rout inely being 
do n e  poor ly that  c o u l d  j u s t  as easily have been  done  well.  For  
the f i rst  t ime in our  lives it occ u r r e d  to us that  whi le t o l e r ance  
is of ten a vi r tue,  t here  could be such a t h ing as an excess of  tol­
erance .  I nd i a  s eemed  to suffer f rom a vice of  t o l erance .  We saw 
peop l e  blandly t ol era t i ng what  s eemed  to us i n t o l erabl e  ineffi­
ciency.

It was all a bit of  a mystery to us unt i l  our  next- to-last  day 
t here ,  wh e n  we were having breakfast .  A wai ter  spi l led a pi t cher  
of  c r eam on the d i n i ng  r o o m floor, but  ins tead of  c l ean i ng  it 
up,  he vani shed.  Ot h e r  wai ters,  t hen  head  wai t ers ,  t hen  m a n ­
agers came and l ooked at the p u dd l e  of  c r eam and p r o c e e d e d  
to walk t h r o u g h  it, s p r eadi ng  footpr int s  of  c r eam t h r o u g h o u t  
the di n i ng room.  We were  seeing an e xampl e  of  the genesis  of  
India ' s  f i l th.  But  why? And  at tha t  m o m e n t  it f i na l ly da wne d  on 
us: it was not  the j o b  of  wai ters  or anybody p r e s e n t  to clean up 
pudd l es  of  cream.  It was the low-caste sweeper ' s  j o b ,  and he 
d i dn ' t  come  on duty unt i l  a f t ernoon.  F r om that  i nc ident ,  as we 
t h o u g h t  a bou t  it, we real ized that  virtually every inefficiency we 
had seen was a resul t  of  the caste system, which,  a l t hough  sup­
posedly out l awed,  was still so deeply e m b e d d e d  in Ind i an  cul ­
ture  as to govern  the lives of  every one of  its cit izens.  Cul tural
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relat ivism woul d  insist that  t he re  is n o t h i ng  i nher en t l y  wr ong  
wi th the caste system. I di sagree.  In my es t imat ion,  it is a serious 
cul tural  flaw, not  only because  of  its i n h e r e n t  incivility but  also 
because  of  its e x t r aor d i na r y  inefficiency and its d e g r a d a t i o n  of  
an ent i re society.

Amer i ca ' s  cul ture  is not  wi t hou t  its flaws, a l t hough  they are 
pe r haps  not  of  the same ma g n i t u d e  as the flaw of  the caste sys­
tem.  I could poi n t  to dozens  of  major  flaws in the cul ture  of  this 
na t i on ,  but  to my mi nd  the great es t  p r o b l e m for the Uni t ed  
States at this po i n t  in t ime is not  the flaws of  its cul ture  but  the 
fact that  its cul ture  is b r eak i ng  down.  Since the b e g i n n i n g  of  
the 1960s,  all our  major  cul tural  n o r ms  have come into serious 
ques t ion.  I bel ieve that  this has been  proper .  But  it has left us in 
a pos i t ion wher e  many  of  our  ci t izens are i ncreas ingly unsur e  
abou t  how to behave.  We have de mo l i s h e d  many  of  the old,  
rigid cul tural  n o r ms  and are still in the process  of  do i ng  so. The 
big ques t i on  now is w h e t h e r  we will be able to deve lop new and 
mo r e  wor kabl e  nor ms .  I do not  know the answer  to that  ques ­
tion.  The  future of  our  society seems increas ingly obscure.

No r ms  are general ly es t abl i shed or rees t abl i shed,  uphe l d  
or ove r t u r ned ,  by those in power  in organiza t ions ,  w h e t h e r  they 
are famil ies or businesses .  Earl ier,  I ma d e  the po i n t  that  one  of  
the greates t  power s  bus iness  execut ives  have is, t h r o u g h  thei r  
spirit ,  to create the spiri t  of  the organi za t i ons  of  whi ch they are 
in charge .  The o t he r  great  power  is an ana l ogous  one.  It is to 
create the cul ture  of  the organiza t ion .  It is not  easy for a new 
top execut ive to cha nge  the cul ture  of  a company,  but  insofar  as 
it can be ch a n g e d ,  the cha nge  will begi n  at the top.  No one has 
mor e  responsibi l i ty for the cul ture  of  an o r gani za t i on  than  
those in the hi ghes t  pos i t ions  of  authori ty.

This responsibi l i ty is often abdi ca t ed ,  not  only by business  
l eaders  but  also by family leaders.  In this t ime of  cul tural  b r e a k ­
down,  mor e  and mor e  pa ren t s  are uns u r e  abou t  how to behave 
as parent s .  It of ten seems that  they now look to thei r  ch i l dr en  to 
establ ish the family cul ture ,  as i f  they are r e l uc t ant  to exerci se 
the au t hor i t y  that  is necessary to establ i sh clear  family values 
and nor ms .  Parent s  should not  be despot s ,  but  n e i t h e r  should
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chi l dr en  have the responsibi l i ty of  c rea t ing the family cul ture.  
I f  they are given that  responsibi l i ty,  they will b e c o me  e i ther  very 
confused or tyrannical .  The power  to create the spiri t  o f  an or­
ganiza t ion  is mor e  t han  ana l ogous  to the power  to create its cul ­
ture.  They are i nseparable .  Ul t imately,  it is in the cul ture  of  an 
o r gani za t i on  that  its spiri t  b e c ome s  embod i e d .

DYSFUNCTION VERSUS CIVILITY

It has b e c o me  very f ashionable  these days to use the t e rm "dys­
funct ional "  for organi za t i ons ,  w h e t h e r  they are bus inesses  or 
families.  I nde e d ,  it is so f ashionable  that ,  like "communi t y"  and 
"civility," the word is rapidly de s c e n d i n g  into meani ngl essness .  
Wh e n  I was still giving lectures ,  I used to ask my aud i ences  on 
occasion:  "Will anyone  here  who was not  b r o u g h t  up in a dys­
funct ional  family please raise your  hand?"  Not  a hand  would be 
raised.  All organi za t i ons ,  wh e t h e r  families or businesses ,  are 
dysfunct ional .  But  some are mor e  dysfunct ional  t han others.

A n u m b e r  of  years ago I was asked to consul t  wi th a large 
d e p a r t m e n t  of  a huge  federal  agency because  it was so obviously 
dysfunct ional .  The r e  were many p r ob l e ms  in that  d e p a r t me n t ,  
but  the biggest  one was very easy to spot  as soon as I l ooked at 
the d e p a r t me n t ' s  h i erarchi ca l  organi za t i ona l  chart .  The head 
of  the d e p a r t m e n t  (a man  I will call Peter )  was a senior  civil ser­
vant.  And  wh e n  I saw that  two of  his deput i e s  were poli t ical  ap­
point ees ,  I was as toni shed.  In my own years of  g o v e r n me n t  
service,  I had never  he a r d  of  a poli t ical  a ppo i n t e e  who r epo r t ed  
to a civil servant .  Pol i t ical  appo i n t e e s  always held the top m a n ­
a g e me n t  posi t ions.  Pet er  and these two deput i e s  all a t t e mp t e d  
to assure me that  this was not  so out  of  the ordinary,  and that  
t here  was n o t h i n g  wr ong  wi th the system. But  many things were 
obviously wrong,  and f inal ly I f ound a n o t h e r  e x p e r i e n c e d  civil 
servant  near  the top who was wi l l ing to be hones t  with me.  "Of 
course, "  he said. "Peter  has been  layered." Appa r en t l y  the po ­
litical a ppo i n t ee s  at the head  of  the agency so dis t rus ted Pet er  
that  they had put  two of  t hei r  picks wi thin his d e p a r t m e n t  to
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serve as spies and to u n d e r c u t  his author i t y  wh e n e v e r  they saw 
fit.

I could di scern no r eason for Pe t e r  to be di s t rusted.  In­
deed,  he was an unusual ly  ma t u r e  and c o m p e t e n t  man.  Wh a t  I 
di scovered in this agency,  rather ,  was an ent i re  cul ture  of  dis­
t rust  so severe that  it could proper l y  be t e r me d  a cul ture  of  
paranoi a .  Since this cul ture  had been  ge ne r a t e d  at the top,  by 
the h i ghes t - r ank i ng  poli t ical  a p p o i n t e e s  — to wh o m I had no ac­
cess — all my r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  were d i s r egar ded ,  and the orga ­
nizat ion r e ma i n e d  as dysfunct ional  after I d e p a r t e d  as it had 
been  wh e n  I came in.

"Dysfunct ional" and "cul ture of  paranoi a"  are abst ract  
terms.  Less abs t ract  was the fact that  a t op- not ch  execut ive was 
r e n d e r e d  totally i mp o t e n t  and the t ime of  two o t her  execut ives  
was be i ng ut terly wasted in spying on him.  This me a n t  several 
h u n d r e d  t h o u s a n d  t axpayer  dol lars down the drain.  But  mor e  
t han  that ,  the mor a l e  of  the ent i r e  t h o u s a n d - e mp l o y e e  d e p a r t ­
me n t  was a shambl es  and its p e r f o r ma n c e  u n d e r s t a n d a b l y  poor  
as a result .  The actual  cost  to the taxpayers ,  wi thin that  d e pa r t ­
me n t  a lone ,  was in the mi l l ions.  Wh a t  it was for the ent i re  
agency,  God only knows.

The r e  are two moral s  to this story. If, as I have said,  the 
mos t  civil use of  power  is to give it away, t hen  in this ins tance 
not  only were those  in the highes t  pos i t ions  o f  power  not  giving 
it away, they were t aking it away. The story's first moral  is that  
such incivility is not  cost-effective.  To the cont rary,  it is viciously 
expens ive  and wasteful .  The o t he r  mora l  is that  it is ext r emely  
difficult  to cha nge  a cul ture ,  no mat t e r  how uncivi l  and u n p r o ­
duct ive or dysfunct ional  it may be. We have seen that  one t enet  
of  systems theory  is that  wh e n e v e r  you cha nge  a par t  of  the sys­
t em,  all the o t he r  parts have to change .  Now we have arr ived at 
a n o t h e r  tenet :  systems i nheren t l y  resist change .  They resist
heal ing.  The plain fact o f  the mat t e r  is that  mos t  organi za t i ons ,  
despi te the blatancy of  thei r  dysfunct ion and despi te its cost- 
ineffect iveness,  would  r a t he r  r ema i n  dysfunct ional  than grow 
toward grea t e r  civility. Why is this so? Reflect  on the complexi ty  
of  the def ini t ion of  civility, namely,  tha t  it is "consciously moti-
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vated organi za t i ona l  behavi or  that  is ethical  in submiss ion to a 
h i ghe r  power."

Civility does  not  come  natural ly.  It takes consc i ousness  and 
act ion to achieve.  Incivili ty comes  mor e  natural ly to us h u m a n  
beings,  and because  of  laziness it is simply easier  to be uncivil .

I f  that  seems to be a pessimist ic view, t here  is still r oom for 
opt i mi sm.  It may be der ived f rom my s t a t ement  that  all o r gan i ­
zat ions are dysfunct ional .  Wh a t  this means  for you as heads  of  
famil ies and businesses  is that  you ca n n o t  do it perfect ly.  Things  
will never  come  out  neat  and tidy. But  d o n ' t  feel bad a bou t  or­
dinary fai lure.  It is i n h e r e n t  in the compl exi t y  of  the roles of  
parent s  and execut ives.  I nde e d ,  i f  you expec t  per f ec t i on ,  you 
may make  things  even worse.  You are ent i t l ed to feel good 
abou t  get t ing along as well as you can in this world.  Despi t e  the 
odds  against  do i ng  things perfect ly,  you do the best  you can.  To 
be as civil as possible in these c o mp l e x  and d e m a n d i n g  roles is 
the path of  smar t  selfishness,  even t h o u g h  it r equi r es  a great  
deal  of  psychospi r i tual  exer t ion.  Why bother ,  t hen ,  since inci ­
vility comes  mor e  easily t han  civility? The  answer  to that  ques ­
t ion,  as I sugges t ed in A World Waiting to Be Born, is that  whi le 
incivility is easier,  the crea t i on  of  a relat ively civil o r gani za t i on  
or cul ture  is in the long run mor e  cost-effective.  It is also the 
route  to c rea t ing s ome t h i ng  that  is mor e  hea l i ng and alive.
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Choices About Society

WE HAVE MANY CHOICES TO MAKE as we play varying roles and face 
many tasks,  responsibi l i t i es ,  and chal l enges  in our  families,  
work lives, and g r oup  affiliations.  But  our  lives b e c o me  even 
mor e  c o mp l e x  when  we look beyond our  nuc l ea r  famil ies and 
the par t i cul a r  o r gani za t i ons  to which we be l ong  or have cont ac t  
wi th on a r egul a r  basis. W h e t h e r  we are ch i l dr en ,  heads  of  f am­
ilies, s tudent s ,  or empl oyees ,  we also be l ong  to an even larger  
o r gani za t i on  that  we call society. We coexist  as a col lect ive of  h u ­
man  beings  s t r e t ching beyond  the b o u n d a r i e s  of  di f ferent  
towns and cities,  count i es  and states,  regions  and nat ions.  We 
all are inevi tably ci t izens of  the world.  An d  as m e m b e r s  of  this 
social order ,  we conf r ont  p r o f o u n d  choices  a bou t  what  ci t i zen­
ship means .

A secular  psychiat r i s t  and old fr iend,  who was one of  the 
very first r eader s  of  The Road Less Traveled, wrote  this to me 
abou t  the book:  "What  I get  f rom it is that  t here ' s  no such thing 
as a free lunch. "  He was r ight  in a cer t a in respect .  The  suppor t  
and n u r t u r a n c e  we get  f rom society do not  come  free. Some d e ­
gree of  responsibi l i ty beyond  simply paying taxes a c c o mp a n i e s  
the benefi t s  o f  ci t i zenship.  But  w h e t h e r  we ' r e  i nt e r es t ed  in b e ­
ing good ci t izens or not  is a n o t h e r  mat ter .  I f  we have the energy 
and will to do so, we face the choice  of  how to be the best  citi­
zens we can be. We also have the op t i on  of  c o p p i n g  out ,  of  not  
car ing,  of  avoiding all responsibi l i ty for the wel l -being of  soci­
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ety. As is the case wi th any choice we make  in life, which of  these 
routes  we take yields its own cons equences .

I f  we mor e  closely e xami ne  the complexi t i es  of  ci t i zenship 
and look at society realistically,  inevi tably we will be conf r on t ed  
by a n u m b e r  of  paradoxes .  Wh e n e v e r  you take into cons i de r a ­
t ion the mul t i pl e  d i mens i ons  of  any si tuat ion,  and i f  no pieces 
of  real i ty are missing f rom the pi cture ,  you probably  will be 
l ooking at a pa radox.  In o t he r  words ,  virtual ly all t ruth is pa ra ­
doxical ,  and n owhe r e  is this mor e  evident  than in the task of  
ma k i ng  our  choices  abou t  society.

THE PARADOX OF GOOD AND EVIL

In one of  his let ters,  the Apos t l e  Paul  wrote  that  this h u m a n  so­
ciety was rul ed by "principal i t i es  and powers , "  his phrase  for 
"the de mon i c . "  W h e t h e r  we i n t e r p r e t  the d e mo n i c  as some ex­
ternal  force or simply our  h u m a n  na t ure  and "original  sin," the 
no t i on  that  the devil is the ruler  o f  this wor ld has an e n o r m o u s  
a m o u n t  of  t ruth to it. Given the pr eva l ence  of  war, genoc i de ,  
poverty,  starvat ion,  gross inequal i ty in the di s t r i but ion of  weal th,  
racism and sexism,  despai r  and hopelessness ,  drug abuse,  white- 
col lar  cr ime in our  inst i tut ions,  violent  cr ime on our  streets,  
and chi ld and spousal  abuse in our  homes ,  evil seems to be the 
o r de r  of  the day.

It cer tainly looks that  way mos t  of  the t ime — for the forces 
of  evil are real and varied.  Some rel igions claim that  the factors 
p e r p e t u a t i n g  evil or iginat e  in h u m a n  sin. Psychological  expla ­
nat ions  often poi n t  to the lack of  individual  and g r oup  con ­
sciousness.  Many social c o m m e n t a t o r s  view the chaos in our  
cul ture ,  i nc l udi ng  a b r e a k d o wn  in family values and the e m­
phasis on mat er i a l i sm and comf or t  at all costs,  as the pr i mary 
de t e r mi n a n t s  of  evil. The me d i a  are often b l a me d  for thei r  
wicked inf luence.  Let ' s  look at each of  t hese factors briefly to 
flesh out  the paradoxi ca l  reali ty of  good and evil that  has a sig­
ni f icant  i mpac t  on our  choices  about  society.

The  word "Satan" original ly me a n t  adversary.  In Chr i s t i an



2 0 5

theology,  Satan is also cal led the devil.  We are being adversar ial  
whe n  we speak of  "playing devil ' s advocate. "  Satan or the devil,  
mythological ly,  was original ly a "good" angel  who was cast out  
o f  heaven  for d i s obed i ence  and pr ide ,  and b e c a me  the p e r s o n ­
ificat ion of  evil and the adversary of  man.  A cer t a in a m o u n t  of  
adversar i a l i sm is good for our  t h i nk i ng  and growth.  Its f l ippant  
pract i ce ,  however ,  may hide a hint  of  the sinister.  Any adversar ­
ial posi t ion which is persistent ly cont rary and opposed  to h u m a n  
g r o wt h  — and direct ly oppos i t e  to that  which is g o d l y  — conta ins  
the har sh i ngr ed i en t s  for the p e r p e t u a t i o n  of  evil.

A m o n g  those i ngr ed i en t s  may be h u m a n  na t ur e  itself. I 
have little idea what  role the devil plays in this wor ld,  but  as I 
made  qui te clear  in People o f  the Lie, given the dynami cs  of  or ig­
inal sin, mos t  peop l e  do n ' t  need  the devil to recrui t  t hem to 
evil; they are qui te capable  of  r ecrui t i ng  themselves .  In The 
Road Less Traveled, I sugges t ed that  laziness mi gh t  be the 
essence o f  what  t heol ogi ans  call or iginal  sin. By laziness I do not  
so mu c h  me a n  physical  l ethargy as ment a l ,  e mot i ona l ,  or spiri­
tual inert ia.  Or iginal  sin also inc ludes  our  t e ndenc i e s  toward 
narci ssi sm,  fear, and pr ide.  In co mb i n a t i o n ,  these h u m a n  weak­
nesses not  only con t r i bu t e  to evil but  p r even t  peopl e  f rom ac­
knowl edg i ng  thei r  Shadow.  Ou t  of  t ouch  wi th t he i r  own sins, 
those who lack the humi l i ty to see t he i r  weaknesses  are the mos t  
capable  of  c o n t r i bu t i ng  to evil e i t her  knowingly or u n k n o w ­
ingly. Wars t end to be star ted by individuals  or gr oups  l acking 
consc iousness  and devoid of  integr i ty and wholeness .  I wrote of  
this in People o f the Lie. Us ing My Lai as a case study, I d e m o n ­
st rated how evil at an inst i tut ional  and g r oup  level occurs  when  
t here  is a f r agmen t a t i on  of  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  — and consci ence .

In Further Along the Road Less Traveled and The Different 
Drum, I wrote  of  the evil of  c o mp a r t me n t a l i za t i o n .  I descr i bed 
the t ime wh e n  I was wor ki ng  in Wa s h i n g t o n  in 1970-72 and 
used to wa n d e r  the halls of  the P e n t a g o n  t a lking to peop l e  
abou t  the Vi e t nam War. They woul d  say, "Well,  Dr. Peck,  we un ­
der s t and  your  concerns .  Yes, we do.  But  you see,  we ' re  the o r d ­
nance  b r a n c h  he re  and we are only respons ibl e  for seeing to it 
that  the napa l m is ma n u f a c t u r e d  and sent  to Vi e t nam on t ime.
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We really d on ' t  have anyt h i ng  to do wi th the war. The war  is the 
responsibi l i ty of the policy branch .  Go down the hall and talk to 
the peopl e  in policy."

So I woul d  go down the hall and talk to the peopl e  in po l ­
icy, and they woul d  say, "Well,  Dr. Peck,  we u n d e r s t a n d  your  
concerns .  Yes, we do.  But  here  in the pol icy b r anch ,  we simply 
execut e  policy, we don ' t  really make policy. Policy is made  at the 
Whi t e  House . "  Thus ,  it a p p e a r e d  that  the ent i re  P e n t a g o n  had 
absolutely n o t h i n g  to do with the Vi e t nam War.

This same kind of  c o mp a r t me n t a l i z a t i o n  can h a p p e n  in 
any large organizat ion.  It can h a p p e n  in businesses  and in 
o t he r  areas of  gove r nme n t ;  it can h a p p e n  in hospi tal s  and u n i ­
versit ies;  it can h a p p e n  in churches .  W h e n  any ins t i tut ion be ­
comes  large and c o mp a r t me n t a l i z e d ,  the consc i ence  of  tha t  
i ns t i tut ion will often b e c o me  so f r a gme n t e d  and di lut ed as to 
be virtual ly nonex i s t en t ,  and the o r gani za t i on  has the potent i a l  
to b e c o me  i nher en t l y  evil.

The word "diabol ic" is der ived from the Gr eek  diaballein, 
me a n i n g  to t hrow apart ,  f ragment ,  or compar t ment a l i ze .  A m o n g  
the mos t  diabol ic aspects  of  the f r agme n t a t i on  of  our  collect ive 
consc iousness  are those things so c o m m o n  that  they have b e ­
come inst i tut ional i zed.  Wh e r e  i ns t i tut ional i zed evils such as 
racism,  sexism,  agei sm,  and h o m o p h o b i a  exist,  for exa mpl e ,  we 
f ind the dual  me c h a n i s ms  of  oppr e s s i on  and d e h u ma n i z a t i o n .  
Wh e n  cer t a in s egment s  of  hu ma n i t y  are systemically r ega r de d  
as di sposable  or i r re l evant  or are t r ea t ed  wi th der i s ion,  dire 
c o n s e q u e n c e s  for the integr i ty of  the ent i re  society are inevi­
table.

To do bat t le wi th ins t i t ut i onal i zed societal  evils, we need 
r e m e m b e r  that  what  we call good mus t  be good for mos t  p e o ­
ple,  mos t  of  the t ime,  and not  merely a ma t t e r  of  "Is it good for 
me?" This var i ant  o f  the Go l d e n  Rule means  that  when  we e m ­
ploy doub l e  s t andards  c o n d o n i n g  our  own behavi or  but  j u d g ­
ing other s  harshly for the same b r each  or s ome t h i ng  lesser, we 
are in danger .  For  exa mpl e ,  those who live in the nat ion ' s  i nner  
cities receive substant ial ly l onge r  pr i son t erms  t han  other s  for 
relat ively mi n o r  cr imes ,  like possession of  small  a mo u n t s  of
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crack cocaine ,  a cco r d i ng  to statistics f rom the Nat iona l  Sen­
t enc i ng  Project  based in Wa s h i ng t on ,  D.C.  S u b u r b a n  powder-  
cocaine  users and mi ddle-  to upper-class  users are rarely 
s en t enced  to pr i son for first offenses.  They are mor e  likely to 
get  p r o b a t i o n  and be e n c o u r a g e d  to receive t r e a t me n t  for thei r  
d r ug  probl ems .

Often,  the forces of  evil are mor e  subt le than blatant .  Al ­
most  as horr i f ic as evil i tself is the denial  of  it, as in the case of 
those who go t h r o u g h  life wear i ng rose-colored glasses.  I ndeed ,  
the denial  of  evil can in some ways p e r p e t u a t e  evil itself. In In 
Search o f Stones, I wrote abou t  this t ende nc y  a m o n g  a n u m b e r  of 
f i nanc i a l l y  well-off peop l e  whose  mo n e y  insulates t h e m in thei r  
wor ld of  opu l ence .  They fail to actual ly see the pover ty that  ex­
ists so close to t hem,  and t hereby they avoid accept i ng  any re­
sponsibi l i ty they may have for the p r ob l em.  Many r ide a t rain to 
work every day f rom thei r  s ub u r b a n  havens  to d ownt own  New 
York City, never  l ooking up f rom thei r  newspape r s  as they pass 
the mos t  i mpove r i s hed  sect ions of  Ha r l em.  The slums are r en ­
de r ed  invisible and so, too,  are those e n m e s h e d  in them.

On the o t he r  hand ,  t here  are those  who take a cynical  view 
of  the wor ld and seem to bel ieve tha t  evil lurks b e h i n d  every­
thing.  The i r  vision is g l o o m- a n d - d o o m,  even in the mids t  of  in­
noc e n c e  and beauty.  They look for the worst  in everything,  
never  not i c ing that  which is posi t ive and life-affirming.  Wh e n  
despai r  and cynicism are like d e m o n s  to us, we risk p e r p e t u a t ­
ing evil as well.  A l t h o u g h  we can ' t  avoid our  d e mo n s ,  we can 
choose  not  to we l come  or to ally ourselves wi th t hem.  To be 
heal thy,  we mus t  personal ly  do bat t le wi th them.

A despa i r i ng  vision of  society can b e c o m e  even mor e  
c l ouded  by medi a  i nf luences.  T h r o u g h  thei r  focus on the d r a ma  
of  evil, the medi a  p e r p e t u a t e  an u n b a l a n c e d  view of  reality. 
Wh e n  a credi t  card is stolen,  it b e c ome s  a statistic, and the h e a d ­
l ines b o m b a r d  us with cr ime repor t s .  But  we rarely hear  any sta­
tistics abou t  credi t  cards  left b e h i n d  on count e r s  and quiet ly 
r e t u r n e d  (as is a lmost  always the case).  The  medi a ' s  genera l  ex­
clusion o f  good news leaves the publ i c with the i mpr es s i on  that  
evil truly rules the day. I f  "no news is good news," it woul d  also
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a p p e a r  that  "good news is no news." We do not  hear  or read 
abou t  the goodness  that  occurs  r ou t i ne l y  — on a daily bas i s  — in 
the world.

It is easy to despai r ,  to simply t hr ow one' s  hands  up and b e ­
lieve that ,  since the wor ld is so evil, n o t h i n g  and no one can 
make  a di f ference.  But  i f  we are to look at our  society real ist i ­
cally, we will r ecogni ze  the powerful  i nf luences  of  bot h  good 
and evil forces.  The wor ld is not  all beaut i ful .  Ne i t h e r  is it all 
bad.  Thus ,  the mos t  critical cha l l enge  we face is deve l op i ng  the 
ability to gain and ma i n t a i n  a ba l anced  perspect ive.  And  from 
this perspect ive,  t he re  is cause for opt i mi sm,  not  despair.

A story told to me by my late fa ther  helps make  the point .  
It is the story of  an Or i ent a l  sage who,  back in the 1950s, was in­
terviewed by a r e po r t e r  and asked wh e t h e r  he was an opt imi s t  
or a pessimist .

"I 'm an opt imist ,  of  course, " the sage repl ied.
"But how can you be an opt imi s t  wi th all the p r ob l e ms  in 

the w o r l d  — ove r popu l a t i on ,  cul tural  b r e a kdown ,  war,  cr ime,  
and cor r up t i on?"  the r e po r t e r  asked.

"Oh,  I 'm not  an opt imi s t  abou t  this century," the sage ex­
plained.  "But I am profoundl y  opt imist ic  abou t  the next  cen­
tury."

Given the reali ty of  the wor ld today,  my r esponse  would be 
a long the same lines.  I 'm not  an opt imi s t  abou t  the twent i e th 
century,  but  I am profoundl y  opt imist ic about  the twenty-first  
c en t u r y  — i f  we can arrive there.

Keep i ng  a b a l anced  per spect ive will be essent ial .  Jus t  as it is 
necessary to develop one ' s  consc iousness  in o r de r  to acknowl ­
edge the real i ty of  evil and our  own potent i a l  for sin and for 
c on t r i bu t i ng  to evil, we also need  to b e c o me  increas ingly c on ­
scious to identify and rel ish what  is good and beaut i ful  in this 
life. I f  we see the wor ld as i nher en t l y  evil, t he re  is no r eason to 
bel ieve it can improve.  But  i f  we see that  the forces for good in 
the wor ld are,  at the very least,  on an equal  foot ing with the 
forces for ill, t here  is great  h o p e  for the future.

In many ways,  the wor ld is cha ng i ng  for the better.  As I 
wrote  in The Road Less Traveled, over  one  h u n d r e d  years ago
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chi ld abuse was not  only r a m p a n t  in the Un i t ed  States but  
blandly over looked.  Back t hen,  a p a r e n t  could beat  a chi ld se­
verely and c o mmi t  no cr ime.  Some two h u n d r e d  years ago,  
many chi l dr en ,  even those as y oung  as seven,  were forced to 
work in factor ies and mi nes  pract ical ly all day. Some four  h u n ­
dr ed  years ago,  ch i l dr en  wer en ' t  general ly c ons i de r ed  wor thy of  
a t t en t i on  and respect  as individual s  wi th t hei r  own needs  and 
r ights in our  society. But  chi ld p r o t ec t i on  efforts have i mpr oved  
t r e me n d o u s l y  in our  century.  We have es tabl i shed hot l i nes  for 
r e po r t i ng  cases of  chi ld exploi t a t i on;  invest igat ions are rou t i ne  
and some t i mes  extensive in cases of  suspec t ed  chi ld abuse and 
neglect .  Unless  you can ' t  see the forest  for the t rees,  t here ' s  no 
denyi ng  that  society has ma d e  vast i mp r o v e me n t s  in p r o t ec t i ng  
the interest s  and wel l -being of  its younges t  and most  vu l ne rab l e  
cit izens.

The r e  is also p r o f o u n d  p r o o f  of  cha nge  for the be t t er  on a 
wor ld level. Cons i de r  the issue o f  h u m a n  rights.  Go v e r n me n t s  
are regular ly m o n i t o r e d  to d e t e r mi n e  how they t reat  thei r  citi­
zens,  and some have suffered e c o n o mi c  sanct ions  in r e sponse  
to major  h u m a n  rights violat ions,  as was the case with the 
apa r t he i d  system in South Africa.  In previous  centur i es ,  the 
no t i on  of  war  cr imes  was nonexi s t en t .  Ca p t u r e d  w o m e n  and 
ch i l dr en  were rout inely r aped  and enslaved whi le the d i s em­
b o we l me n t  of  male pr i soner s  of  war  was ri tual ist ic behavior .  
Wars and war  cr imes  persist ,  but  recent ly we have b e gun  to raise 
the issue of  why h u m a n s  so f requent ly go to great  l engths  to kill 
one a n o t h e r  wh e n  a mos t  d e c e n t  peace  would be qui te feasible 
i f  we simply wor ke d  at it a little bit. We have es tabl i shed tri ­
bunal s  to try to pun i sh  those guilty o f  war  cr imes.  We also now 
deba t e  w h e t h e r  a war  should be c ons i de r ed  j u s t  or unjust  and 
unnecessary.  Tha t  we even raise these issues is an i nd i ca t i on  of  
how mu c h  posi t ive cha nge  is e me r g i n g  in this society and 
t h r o u g h o u t  the world.

It can be a r gued  that  one reason many view evil as mor e  
preva l en t  t han  ever is a resul t  of  the fact t hat  our  s t andards  have 
i mproved.  In any case,  the evidence  suggests tha t  society is 
evolving for the be t t e r  over  the l ong haul .  Tha t  would be im-



2 1 0

possible i f  society were whol ly evil. The t ruth is that  both good 
and evil coexist  as forces in this world;  they always have and al­
ways will. I r ecogn i zed  that  fact l ong ago.  But  I find it actual ly 
easier  to p i n p o i n t  wi th g rea t e r  clarity why evil exists and 
wh e n c e  it comes  than  to ascer t a in the or igins of  goodnes s  in 
this wor ld wi t hou t  r e f e r ence  to God.  Wh a t  St. Paul  cal led "the 
mystery of  iniqui ty" is ul t imately less myster ious  t han  the mys­
tery o f  h u m a n  goodness .

Whi l e  the prevai l ing Jude o - Chr i s t i a n  view is that  this is a 
good wor ld s o me h o w c o n t a mi n a t e d  by evil, as a most ly middle-  
of - the-road Chr i s t i an I prefer  the view that  this is a natural ly evil 
wor ld s o me h o w c on t a mi n a t e d  by goodness .  We can look at chi l ­
dr en ,  for exampl e ,  and rejoice in t hei r  i nn o c e n c e  and spon­
taneity.  But  the fact is that  we are all bo r n  liars, cheats ,  thieves,  
and ma ni pu l a t o r s .  So it's hardly r ema r ka b l e  that  many of  us 
grow up to be adul t  liars,  cheat s ,  thieves,  and mani pu l a t o r s .  
What ' s  h a r d e r  to explain is why so many peop l e  grow up to be 
good and hones t .  Whi l e  capable  of  evil, in real i ty h u m a n  beings  
overal l  are often be t t er  t han mi gh t  be expec t ed .

In my e x p e r i e n c e  wi th the commu n i t y - b u i l d i n g  wor ks hops  
spons o r ed  by FCE,  I've been  i mmense l y  impres sed  by wha t  I've 
come  to call "the rou t i ne  he r o i sm o f  h u m a n  beings. "  It is also 
c o m m o n  to di scover  how peop l e  in t ragic c i r cums t ances  such 
as the O k l a h o m a  City b o mb i n g ,  or in o t he r  crisis s i tuat ions,  rise 
to the occasion.  The r e  is a b u n d a n t  evidence  o f  how peopl e  can 
be incredibly good  wh e n  they are pul l i ng together .  Still, many 
t end to take goodness  for grant ed .  The r e  is a lesson for us all in 
these words  o f  wi sdom,  u t t e r ed  by some a n o n y mo u s  soul: "A life 
of  all ease and comf or t  may not  be as wonder f u l  as we th ink it 
woul d  be. Only t h r o u g h  sickness do we gain g rea t e r  a pp r ec i a ­
t ion for good heal th.  T h r o u g h  h u n g e r  we are t augh t  to value 
food.  And  knowi ng  evil helps  us to apprec i a t e  what  is good. "

I f  the coexi s t ence  of  good and evil is paradoxi ca l ,  we must  
e mb r a c e  that  pa r a d o x  so that  we can l earn to live our  lives with 
integrity.  The crux of  integr i ty is wholeness .  And  t h r o u g h  who l e ­
ness as h u m a n  beings  we can pract i ce the pa r a d o x  of  l i berat ion 
and celebra t ion.  L i be r a t i on  theology proc l a ims  that  Chr i s t i ans
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are cal led to play an active role in doi ng bat t le wi th the systemic 
sins and evils of  society — cal led to take responsibi l i ty for l iber­
at ing peop l e  f rom the b u r d e n s  of  pover ty and oppress i on.  Cel ­
ebra t i on  theology has historical ly e n c o u r a g e d  a focus on and 
ce l ebra t i on  of  the goodness  and beauty f ound in the world.

In his book  Christian Wholeness, Tom Langf or d  pr obes  the 
many p a r a doxe s  that  Chr i s t i ans  mus t  e mb r a c e  in o r de r  to be re­
alistic and whole  peop l e ,  a m o n g  which the p a r a dox  of  ce l ebra ­
t ion and l ibera t ion is but  one.  As Langf or d  point s  out ,  peopl e  
who focus exclusively on l ibera t ion b e c o me  fanatic and glum,  
whi le those who focus only on ce l ebra t i on  will be frothy, super ­
ficial, and glib. Once  again,  we are cal led to i nt egra t ion.  Striving 
for whol eness  makes  it necessary for us to cont inua l ly  acknowl ­
edge and do bat t le with the forces of  evil. At  the same t ime,  we 
mus t  r ema i n  conscious  of  and deeply grateful  for the forces of  
good.

In the bat t le be t ween  good and evil, we mus t  be o p e n  to 
s t ruggl ing t h r o u g h o u t  our  lives. Whi l e  t here  is r eason to be pes­
simistic,  t here  also is s t rong r eason to bel ieve that  each of  us 
can have some impact ,  however  mi nus cu l e  it may seem,  on 
w h e t h e r  the wor ld tilts t oward change  for good or ill. In a r e ­
mar k  a t t r i bu t ed  to E d m u n d  Burke ,  we have the basis for de t e r ­
mi n i ng  whi ch  of the two forces will ul t imately win the day: "The 
only t h ing necessary for the t r i u mp h  of  evil is for good men  
[and wo me n ,  I mus t  add]  to do not hi ng. "

THE PARADOX OF HUMAN NATURE

The pa r a d o x  of  good and evil is essent ial ly i n h e r e n t  in h u m a n  
na t ure .  I have al ready spoken  a bou t  "original  sin." To ba l ance  
out  the pa r adox ,  I need  to talk abou t  what  Ma t t hew Fox has 
cal led "original  blessing." It is, to put  it qui te simply,  our  capac ­
ity to change .  If, as I have said, we are all bo r n  liars, cheats ,  
thieves,  and mani pu l a t o r s ,  to behave otherwi se  as adul t s  would 
seem to be cont rary to h u m a n  na t ure .  But  we have the ability to 
al ter h u m a n  na t ure  — if we choose  to do so.
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Wh e n e v e r  s o me o n e  is bold e n o u g h  to ask me,  "Dr. Peck,  
what  is h u m a n  na ture?"  my first answer  is likely to be " H u m a n  
na t u r e  is to go to the b a t h r o o m  in your  pants . "

That ,  after all, is the way each of  us star ted out:  do i ng  what  
came natural ly,  let t ing go wh e n e v e r  we felt like it. But  t hen  what  
h a p p e n e d  to us, when  we were about  two,  is that  our  mo t he r s  
(or fathers)  began  tel l ing us, "You' re  a really nice kid and I like 
you a lot,  but  I'd sort  of  appr ec i a t e  it i f  you ' d  clean up your  act." 
Now,  this r eques t  initially makes  no sense what soever  to the 
child.  Wh a t  makes  sense is to let go wh e n  the urge  hits,  and the 
resul ts always seem interes t ing.  To the chi ld,  keep i ng  a t ight  
fanny and s o me h o w get t ing to the toi let  j u s t  in t ime to see this 
i n t eres t i ng stuff f lushed away is total ly unna t ur a l .

But  i f  t here  is a good re l a t i onshi p  be t ween  the chi ld and 
the pa rent ,  and i f  the p a r e n t  is not  too i mpa t i en t  or ove r con­
t rol l ing (and unfor tunat e ly,  these favorable condi t i ons  are of­
t en not  met ,  which is the major  r eason that  we psychiat r i st s are 
so i nt e r es t ed  in toi let  t r a i n i ng) ,  t hen  s ome t h i ng  qui te w o n d e r ­
ful ha ppe ns .  The chi ld says to himself: "You know,  Mo mmy ' s  a 
nice old gal,  and she' s been  awfully good to me these last cou­
ple of  years.  I 'd like to pay her  back in some way, give her  a 
p r e s en t  of  some kind.  But  I ' m j u s t  a puny,  helpless  little two- 
year-old.  Wh a t  p r e s en t  could I possibly be able to give her  that  
she mi gh t  want  or need — e x c e p t  this one  crazy thing?"

So what  h a p p e n s  t hen  is that  as a gift of  love to the mot her ,  
the chi ld begins  to do the p r of oundl y  unna t ur a l :  to hold that  
fanny t ight  and make  it to the toi let  on t ime.  And  by the t ime 
that  same chi ld is four  or five,  it has come  to feel p rofound l y  
natura l  to go to the b a t h r o o m  in the toilet.  Wh e n ,  on the o t her  
hand ,  in a m o m e n t  of  stress or fat igue,  he forgets and has an 
"accident , " the chi ld feels very unna t u r a l  abou t  the whole  messy 
business.  Wh a t  has occur r ed ,  in the space of  two or t hr ee  shor t  
years,  is that  out  of  love,  the chi ld has s ucceeded  in c hang i ng  
his nature .

This capaci ty we have been  given to c h a n g e  — thi s  or iginal  
blessing,  the ability to t r ans form ourselves  — is so ex t r aor d i na r y  
that  at o t he r  t imes wh e n  I am asked,  "What  is h u m a n  na t ure?"  I
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facet iously r e s pond  that  t here  is no such thing.  For  what  di st in­
guishes us h u m a n s  most  f rom the o t he r  c r ea tures  is not  our  op ­
posable  t h u m b  or our  magni f i cent  l arynx or our  huge  cerebral  
cor tex;  it is our  relat ive lack of  inst incts,  those i nher i t ed ,  p r e ­
f o r med  pa t t e rns  of  behavi or  that ,  as far as we can ascer tain,  give 
the o t her  c r ea tures  a mu c h  mor e  f ixed and p r e d e t e r m i n e d  na ­
ture t han  we have as h u ma n s .  In o t he r  words ,  h u m a n  beings  are 
e n d o we d  wi th access to a mu c h  wider  r ange  of  opt ions  — so­
cially, psychological ly,  and phys i ca l ly  — that  give us flexibility in 
r e s p o n d i n g  and han d l i n g  a variety of  c i r cums t ances  and si tua­
tions.

Muc h  of  my life I have been  involved in p e a c e ma k i n g  ac­
tivities. Those  who bel ieve that  a wor ld of  peace  is an i mposs i ­
bility general ly refer  to themselves  as realists.  They have 
refer red to me as an ideal i s t  — or, mor e  f requent ly,  as an empty-  
h e a d e d  ideal ist  or a fuzzy-headed idealist .  And  they have been  
r ight  to a cer t ain e x t e n t  — not ,  I hope ,  abou t  the empty-  or 
fuzzy-headedness ,  but  abou t  the ideal ism.  I woul d  def ine an 
ideal ist  as one who bel ieves in the capaci ty for t r ans f o r ma t i on  
of  h u m a n  na ture .  I am not ,  however ,  a romant i c .  I would def ine 
a r omant i c  as one who not  only bel ieves in the capaci ty for 
t r a ns f o r ma t i on  of  h u m a n  na t u r e  but  also bel ieves it ough t  to be 
easy. Roma n t i c s  gravi tate to simplist ic formulas  such as "Love 
co n q u e r s  all." In my work as a psychiat r i s t  it gradual ly be c a me  
clear  to me that  many would not  change  and grow despi t e all 
the love in the world.  C h a n g i n g  h u m a n  na t ure  isn' t  easy. But  it 
is possible.

The r e  are p r o f o u n d  reasons  why it isn' t  easy. Wh a t  we call 
per sonal i t y can best  be def ined as a consistent pa t t e r n  of  o r gan i ­
zat ion of  psychic e l e me n t s  — a c o mb i n a t i o n  of  t h i nk i ng  and be ­
havior.  "Consis tent" is the k e ywor d  in this def ini t ion.  The r e  is a 
consi s t ency to the per sonal i t y of  i nd i v i dua l s  — and to the "per­
sonali ty" of  cul tures  or nat ions  as we l l  — a consi s t ency that  has 
bo t h  a dark side and a l ight  side,  a good and a bad.

For  ins tance,  wh e n  I was still in pract i ce and new pat i ent s  
came to see me,  they would be likely to f ind me dressed in an 
open- col l a r ed  shirt,  a comf or t ab l e  sweater,  and pe r ha ps  even
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sl ippers.  I f  they came back to see me a second t ime and found 
me in a tie and business  suit, ready to leave for a speaking en­
g a ge me n t ,  that  woul d  probabl y  be all right .  I f  they were to 
come back a thi rd t ime,  however ,  and f ound me in a long,  flow­
ing blue robe,  wear i ng  j ewe l ry  and blowing a j o i n t ,  chances  are 
they wo u l d n ' t  c ome  back to see me a four th t ime.  One  of  the 
reasons  that  ma ny  did keep r e t u r n i n g  for my services was that  I 
was pret ty mu c h  the same old Scotty every t ime they came.  
The r e  was a consi s t ency in my personal i t y  that  al lowed t h e m to 
know wher e  they stood.  It  gave t h e m s o me t h i ng  to "hang thei r  
hats on." We need  a cer t a in a m o u n t  of  cons i s t ency  — a degr ee  of  
pr edi c t abi l i t y  — in our  personal i t i es  so that  we can funct ion ef­
fectively in the wor ld as t rus twor thy h u m a n  beings.

The dark side of  that  consistency,  however ,  is wha t  we psy­
chot he r ap i s t s  call resi stance.  The  p e r s o n a l i t y  — whe t he r  that  of  
an individual  or a n a t i o n  — i nhe r e n t l y  resists change .  Ch a n g e  is 
t h r e a t e n i ng ,  even whe n  it may be for the bet ter.  Most  pat i ent s  
come  to psycho t he r apy  asking to change  one  way or another .  
But  f rom the m o m e n t  t herapy begins ,  they start act ing as i f  
cha nge  were the last t h ing that  they want  to do,  and they will of­
ten f ight  against  it t oo t h  and nail.  Psychotherapy,  des i gned  to 
l iberate,  shines the l ight  o f  t ruth u p o n  our  selves. The adage 
"The t ruth will set you free,  but  f i rst  it will make  you d a m n  mad" 
reflects the resi s tance of  our  h u m a n  na t u r e  to change .  It is 
clearly not  easy for us to change .  But  it is p o s s i b l e  — and that  is 
our  glory as h u m a n  beings.

Our  natura l  res i s tance to c h a n g e  — a resul t  o f  our  laziness,  
fear, or narc i ss i sm — is what  is mean t ,  I bel ieve,  by "original  sin." 
At  the very same t ime,  the mos t  d i s t i ngui shing feature of  our  
h u m a n  n a t u r e  — our  "original  bless ing" — is our  capaci ty to 
cha nge  if we so desi re.  Given free will, it is our  individual  choice 
wh e t h e r  to give in to our  or iginal  sin, resist  change ,  s t agnate,  
and even de t e r i or a t e ,  or to work on our  i ndividual  as well as so­
cietal t r ans f or mat i on .  It woul d  be point l ess  to work for societal  
b e t t e r m e n t  i f  peop l e  could not  change .  Yet peop l e  are free not  
to change .  This confl ict  be t ween  the iner t ia  of  not  cha ng i ng  
and the effort  o f  c h a n g i n g  was s u mme d  up by a very early Chr i s ­
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t ian t heol ogi an ,  Or i gen ,  who said, "The Spirit  s tands for 
progress ,  and evil, by def ini t ion t hen ,  is tha t  whi ch refuses 
p r og r e s s . "

THE PARADOX OF ENTITLEMENT

I have al ready exp l o r e d  an aspect  of  "cr iminal  t h i nki ng"  known 
as the psychology of  en t i t l ement .  Many peop l e  — wh e t h e r  they 
are r ich or po o r  — t end  to bel ieve they are ent i t l ed to s ome t h i ng  
for no t h i ng ,  or to behave as i f  the wor ld owes t h e m r a t her  t han 
the o t he r  way a r ound .  Some feel ent i t l ed on the basis of  a su­
per ior i ty c ompl ex ,  whi le for other s  the sense of  e n t i t l e me n t  
arises f rom an inferiori ty compl ex .  The lat ter  seem to feel they 
have no responsibi l i ty for thei r  own lot in life. The former  believe 
they are due all t hei r  "success," even at the e xpens e  of  others ,  
wh o m they see as less deserving than  they, often for i r re l evant  
and insigni f icant  reasons.

The r e  are n u m e r o u s  reasons  be h i n d  this seemingly perva­
sive a t t i t ude  of e n t i t l ement .  In In Search o f Stones, I cite one such 
par t i cular ly Ame r i c a n  reason.  It is the no t i on  put  for th by the 
Dec l a r a t i on  of  I n d e p e n d e n c e :  "We hold these t ruths  to be self­
evident ,  that  all me n  are crea t ed equal ,  that  they are en d o we d  
by thei r  Cr ea t o r  wi th cer t ain una l i enab l e  Rights,  t ha t  a mo n g  
these are Life,  Liber ty and the pur su i t  of  Happi nes s . "  I bel ieve 
these words  are,  paradoxical ly,  pe r haps  the mos t  p r o f o u n d  and 
the silliest words  ever wri t ten.  They cons t i t ut e  a magni f i cen t  
and holy vision that  accurately capt ures  the essence of  the hu ­
man  condi t i on .  At  the same t ime,  they are hor r ibly mi s leading.

We are all equal  in the sight  o f  God.  Beyond that ,  however ,  
we are ut ter ly unequa l .  We have di f ferent  gifts and liabili t ies,  
di f ferent  genes ,  di f ferent  l anguages  and cul tures ,  di f ferent  val­
ues and styles of  t h i nk i ng ,  di f ferent  per sona l  histor ies,  di f ferent  
levels of  c o m p e t e n c e ,  and on and on.  I ndeed ,  hu ma n i t y  mi ght  
be proper l y  l abel ed the une qua l  species.  Wh a t  mos t  di st in­
gui shes us f rom all the o t he r  cr ea t ures  is our  e x t r aor d i na r y  di ­
versity and the variabil i ty of  our  behavior .  Equal? In the moral
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sphere  a lone  we r ange  from the d e mo n i c  to the glor iously an­
gelic.

The false no t i on  of  our  equal i ty prope l s  us into the p r e ­
tense of  p s e u d o c o m m u n i t y  — the  no t i on  that  everyone  is the 
same — and wh e n  the p r e t ens e  fails, as it mus t  if we act wi th any 
int imacy or authent ici ty,  it prope l s  us to a t t e mp t  to achieve 
equal i ty by force: the force of  gent l e pe r suas i on  fol lowed by less 
and less gent l e  per suas ion.  We totally mi s i n t e r p r e t  our  task. So­
ciety's task is not  to establ i sh equali ty.  It is to deve l op systems 
that  deal  h u ma n e l y  wi th our  i nequal i t y  — systems that ,  wi thin 
reason,  ce l ebra t e  and e n c o u r a g e  diversity.

The c o n c e p t  of  h u m a n  rights is cent ral  to the d e v e l o p m e n t  
of  such systems; I who l e he a r t e d l y  app l aud  the Bill of  Rights ap­
p e n d e d  to the U.S.  Cons t i t u t i on  and,  general ly,  its i n t e r p r e t a ­
t ion by the courts.  I am m u c h  mor e  dubi ous ,  however ,  abou t  
the sweeping r ights c l a imed by the Dec l a r a t i on  of  I n d e p e n ­
dence:  the r ights to life, liberty,  and the pur su i t  o f  happi ness .  As 
I a p p r o a c h  serious old age,  for ins tance,  I am increas ingly d u ­
bious abou t  my right  to life in cer t ain respects .  As an au t ho r  
and t eacher ,  I mus t  ques t i on  my l iberty to lie or even subtly dis­
tort.  As a psychiat r i s t  and t heo l og i an ,  knowi ng  happ i nes s  to be 
e i t her  a side effect of  some d e e p e r  pur sui t  or else the resul t  of  
self-delusion,  I 'm not  sure how wor thy a pur su i t  happi nes s  is. 
My still l arger  p r o b l e m is wi th the aggrega t e  of  these rights.  
Add the r ights of  life, liberty,  and the pur sui t  o f  happ i nes s  t o­
ge t he r  and it sounds  as i f  we have a r ight  to peace  — as i f  we are 
ent i t l ed to peace.

Again,  this pr esent s  a pa r adox .  One  side of  the p a r a d o x  is 
that  peace is a truly p r o p e r  h u m a n  aspi rat ion.  The r e  is a differ­
ence  be t ween  lethal  and non l e t ha l  confl ict ,  however.  We need 
the latter. I f  m a n a g e d  p r oper l y  it actual ly t ends  to p r o mo t e  hu ­
ma n  dignity.  Despi t e  its s uppos ed  glories,  war  general ly d e ­
stroys our  dignity.  I f  we def ine peace  as the absence  of  ou t r i gh t  
war, it is i ndeed  noble  to aspi re to it, and we c a n n o t  aspi re to 
s o me t h i n g  we feel we d on ' t  deserve.  In this sense we should r e ­
gard peace  as a right .  The o t he r  side of  the pa r a d o x  is that  we 
have no r ight  to deserve  peace  wi t hou t  wor ki ng  for it. All that  I
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have ever said a b o u t  communi t y ,  and everything we know abou t  
peace ,  indicates  that  we have no r eason wha t soever  to expec t  it 
effortlessly, or to expec t  that  once  we have,  t h r o u g h  sacrifice,  
won peace ,  it will stay a r o u n d  for long wi t hout  our  having to lift 
a finger again.

Pe r haps  no pitfall is mor e  d a n g e r o u s  than the as s umpt i on  
that  we are ent i t l ed to peace.  One  way this no t i on  of  ent i t l e ­
me n t  to peace  works  i tself out  is the as s umpt i on  of  vast n u m ­
bers of  Ame r i c a n s  that  all confl icts can be peaceful ly resolved.  
Tha t  is naive.  Yet many other s  oper a t e  out  of  the oppos i t e  as­
s umpt i on ,  that  no confl ict  can be resolved except  t h r o u g h  
f o r c e  — t h r o u g h  violence or the t h r ea t  of  it. This a s s umpt i on  is 
cynical  and self-fulfilling. The pa radoxi ca l  reali ty at this point  
in h u m a n  evolut ion is that  some wars are unavoi dabl e  or "just," 
and some are unjust ,  unnecessary,  and waged at hor r i fying cost  
out  o f  sheer  laziness and stupidity.

A l t h o u g h  I've been  speaking o f  peace  be t ween  peopl e ,  the 
same pa radoxi ca l  pr incipl es  hold t rue for achi eving that  much-  
yearned- for  cond i t i on  cal led i nne r  peace.  A l t h o u g h  we have 
the r ight  to desi re it, we are no mor e  ent i t l ed to i nne r  peace  
t han  to ou t e r  peace.  Yet many prot es t  i ndi gnant l y  whe n  life it­
self i n t e r rupt s  the happi nes s  or sereni ty they have come to see 
as an en t i t l ement .  Moreover ,  in o r de r  to possess i nne r  peace  we 
are f r equent ly r equ i r ed  to first be wi l l ing to forsake it. Only 
those who can constant ly lie to themselves  wi t hout  qua lms  have 
unqual i f i ed peace  of  mind.  But  i f  we do not  want  to be self­
b r a i n - d a ma g e d  in this ma nne r ,  we need  to r e m e m b e r  that  
t here  is s o me t h i n g  far mo r e  i mp o r t a n t  t han  i nne r  peace:  in­
tegrity. Integr i ty r equi res ,  a mo n g  o t he r  things,  the wi l l ingness 
to e n d u r e  di scomfor t  for the sake of  t ruth.

To r e m e m b e r  this,  it helps  me to t h ink a bou t  Jesus,  who so 
often felt f rust rated,  angry,  f r i gh t ened ,  lonely,  sad, and de ­
p r e s s e d  — a man  who clearly des i red popul ar i t y  but  would not  
sell out  for it and who t augh t  us that  life is s o me t h i n g  mor e  
than a popul ar i t y  contest ;  a man who did not  seem to have 
mu c h  " inner  peace"  as the wor ld is a c c us t ome d  to i mag i n i ng  it 
to be,  yet  who has been  cal led the Pr ince  of  Peace.  We mus t  be
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aware that  t here  is a false kind of  peace of  mi nd  that  derives 
f rom be i ng  out  of  t ouch  wi th ourselves.  True i nne r  peace  re­
qui res  us to be i n t i ma t e  wi th every facet  of  our se l ves  — to be not  
only invested in our  r ights but  also c o n c e r n e d  abou t  our  re­
sponsibi l i t ies.

THE PARADOX OF RESPONSIBILITY

As ci t izens,  we are affected by a variety of  issues at the local,  
state,  and nat ional  levels. D e p e n d i n g  on the i mpac t  of  these is­
sues on our  daily lives and the lives o f  others ,  di f ferent  roles and 
responsibi l i t i es  may be r equ i r e d  of  us. Some a t t e mp t  to mee t  
this c ha l l enge  — to make  a di f ference — by di l igent ly vot ing in 
every local and nat ional  elect ion.  Ot he r s  choose  the route  of  
par t i c i pa t i ng  in c o mmu n i t y  organi za t i ons '  efforts to help those 
in need.  Still other s  make  f inancial  cont r i bu t i ons  to s uppor t  
causes of  i nteres t  and c on c e r n  to t hem.  But  many resist  t aking 
any kind of  responsibi l i ty.  They find it easier  ins tead to look to 
other s  to be the mess iahs  to solve all the wor ld' s  probl ems .  
Ra t he r  t han  take any active role in ga ining and ma i n t a i n i n g  cer ­
tain r ights,  they feel no responsibi l i ty for ma k i ng  clear  choices  
abou t  the qual i ty of  thei r  ci t i zenship.  They may be able to claim 
they are do i ng  no h a r m to society,  but  the saying (a t t r i but ed  to 
El dr i dge  Cleaver,  du r i n g  the 1960s) is t rue:  "If you are not  par t  
o f  the solut ion,  t hen  you are par t  of  the pr obl em. "

The  pa r a d o x  is that  we are r espons ibl e  for everything and 
at the same t ime we c a n n o t  be respons ibl e  for everything.  The 
answer  to thi s  — and to all pa r adoxes  — is not  to run wi th only 
one side of  the equa t i on  but  to e mb r a c e  bot h  sides of  the t ruth.  
The wri ter  Wi l l i am Faulkner ,  in a speech ma d e  when  his d a u g h ­
ter Jill g r a d u a t e d  f rom high school ,  said: "Never  be afraid to 
raise your  voice for hones ty and t ruth and compas s i on  against  
injust ice and lying and greed.  I f  peop l e  all over  the wor ld,  in 
t hous ands  of  r ooms  like this one,  would do this,  it would change  
the ear th."

An u n k n o wn  seamstress at a Mont gomer y ,  Al abama,  depart -
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me n t  store in 1955,  Rosa Parks he l ped  change  our  na t i on  when  
her  refusal to yield her  bus seat to a whi te man  t r i ggered  a bus 
boycot t  that  lasted 381 days. He r  feet t i red,  and he r  digni ty re­
peat edly tested,  this forty-two-year-old black w o ma n  was ar­
rested and subsequent l y  f i r ed f rom her  j o b .  He r  simple 
a c t i on  — and s ubs e que n t  act ions on the par ts o f  many o t he r s  —  
spur r ed  a m o v e m e n t  tha t  led to t r e m e n d o u s  legal r e form in 
this country.

No t  everyone can have the i mpac t  of  a Rosa Parks,  but  we 
each can take a s tand in the s t ruggle against  all kinds of  evil in 
our  world.  I ndeed ,  the bat t le against  evil begins  at h ome .  We 
mus t  deal  wi th ourselves and our  famil ies first, and work to c r e ­
ate hea l t h i e r  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  and interac t ions .  "Thi nk globally,  
act  locally" is a good guidel ine.

Given geogr aph i ca l  and o t he r  l imi tat ions that  the average 
ci t izen faces,  act ing locally may be the only viable way to make  a 
di f ference.  But  that  does not  me a n  our  t h i nki ng  mus t  be re­
st r icted to that  whi ch is close to h o me .  We always have the o p ­
t ion to t h ink global ly on many issues. I can,  i f  I choose  to,  be 
c o n c e r n e d  only abou t  the cost  o f  medica l  care in the Uni t ed  
States,  simply because  it affects me.  But  since I am a ci t izen of 
the wor ld,  I c a n n o t  close my eyes to events in the rest  of  the 
world.  I have a responsibi l i ty to t h ink abou t  the civil wars and 
the genoc i de  and o t he r  war  cr imes now r a m p a n t  in Rwanda ,  
Yugoslavia,  and o t he r  parts of  the world.  Still, I have not  t aken 
the t ime to study these places as deeply as I s t udi ed the Vi e t nam 
War.  Wi th var ious d e ma n d s  al ready in my life, my plate is al­
ready too full. No one can study everything or take act ion and 
responsibi l i ty for everything wi t hou t  ul t imately set t ing hi mse l f  
up for r e s i dence  in a ment a l  inst i tut ion.

Yet it is no t  always e n o u g h  to be c o n c e r n e d  only wi th ma t ­
ters that  direct ly affect ourselves.  Beyond our  own rights and 
s t andi ng up for our  p e r s o n h o o d ,  we need  s ome t i mes  to be will­
ing to take a stand on beha l f  o f  other s ,  even whe n  t here  seems 
no di rect  benef i t  to ourselves.  Some t i mes  we mus t  be wil l ing to 
do so at our  own risk. The responsibi l i ty for d i s ce r n i ng  when  to 
go out  on a l imb is a choice that  each individual  mus t  make ,  de-
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p e n d i n g  on what  he or she is wil l ing to give up or lose for the 
sake of  s t anding for somet hi ng.

The r e  are t imes when  we are truly in a bind abou t  exact ly 
wher e  to draw lines of  responsibi l i ty.  In such cases,  we need  to 
do the best  we can and t hen  simply c onc e de  the rest  to un c e r ­
tainty. We will not  always know for sure wh e t h e r  we could have 
done  m o r e  — w h e t h e r  we should have spoken up when  we 
hea rd  a racial  slur or i n t e r vened  whe n  we hea r d  a n e i g h b o r  ver­
bally abus i ng his wife. In the face of  c o mp l e x  and o v e r wh e l m­
ing social responsibi l i t i es ,  we mus t  r e m e m b e r  that  if we b e c o me  
gr i pped  by despai r  and b u r nou t ,  we will be useless not  only to 
ourselves but  also to others.

I am r e m i n d e d  of  an FCE C o m m u n i t y  Bui l d i ng Wor ks hop  
du r i ng  whi ch a whi te male  m e m b e r  of  the g r oup  sent  a note  to 
a black w o ma n  who was speaki ng of  the sense of  agoniz ing re­
sponsibi l i ty she felt for p r o m o t i n g  a posi t ive i mage o f  her  race.  
It was as i f  she had t aken the wei ght  of  the ent i re  wor ld on her  
shoulder s .  The note  read:  "Do not  feel totally, personal ly,  i r rev­
ocably respons ibl e  for everything.  That ' s  my j ob . "  The kicker  is 
that  the note  was s igned "God." In o t he r  words ,  t he re  are t imes 
in our  l i ves  — and in the wor ld at l a r g e  — when  the mos t  a p p r o ­
pr iate t h ing to do may be to t emporar i ly,  as the Alcohol i cs  
A n o n y m o u s  saying goes,  "let go and let God."

Whi l e  we all can decide  to do s o me t h i ng  to help our  im­
medi a t e  famil ies and co mmu n i t i e s ,  I c a n n o t  tell anybody specif­
ically what  it is he or she should do.  Since we c a n n o t  be 
involved in everything,  we mus t  be selective abou t  our  level of  
act ion.  For  this we mus t  di scern our  cal l ing.  And  how God calls 
one pe r son  will not  be the way He or She calls another .  I don ' t  
cons i de r  any cal l ing mor e  noble  t han  that  of  wor ki ng  wi th the 
poor.  Yet it has b e c o me  clear  to me over many years that ,  mu c h  
as I wan t ed  to be nobl e ,  I do not  seem to have a cal l ing to do 
hands - on  work with the poor.

Never  was this made  mor e  clear  to me t han a decade  ago 
when  Lily and I were  asked to do a week of  vo l un t ee r  work with 
the Ch u r c h  of  the Savior in Wa s h i ng t on ,  D.C. ,  par t  of  whose  
minis t ry was di r ec t ed  to the peop l e  in power  in our  federal  gov-
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e r n me n t .  Dur i ng  that  week,  we h o p e d  that  we mi gh t  have the 
o ppor t un i t y  to mee t  briefly wi th G o r d o n  Cosby,  the dynami c  
f ounde r  of  the church ,  whose  pr i mary minist ry was to the inner-  
city poor  of  Was h i ng t on .  Our  last day t here  began  wi th a me e t ­
ing at the Wor ld  Bank at seven-thi r ty in the mor n i ng ;  t here  
fol lowed n u m e r o u s  a p p o i n t m e n t s  with var ious U.S.  r e p r e s e n t a ­
tives and senators ,  a me e t i n g  wi th the organizer s  of  prayer  
breakfast s ,  and many addi t i ona l  a p p o i n t m e n t s  wi th congress-  
peop l e  in the a f t e rnoon.  By six o' clock that  evening,  we were ut ­
terly s t rung out  and exhaus t ed .  Th e n  we were i n f o r med  that  we 
coul d  me e t  Cosby at one of  the chur ch ' s  ghe t t o  centers .  Lily 
and I ar r ived for the me e t i n g  and were u s he r e d  downstai r s  to a 
b a s e me n t  r oom j a m m e d  wi th several h u n d r e d  home l e s s  peopl e  
who were eat ing off tin trays whi le a rock band  played on a tiny 
stage.  The noise was deafening.  Cosby hospi t ably sugges t ed that  
we grab a tin tray of  food and sit down bes ide him.  I asked i f  we 
could talk s omepl ace  quiet ,  out s ide the d i n i ng  hall.  He obl iged.  
Wh e n  we finally me t  for a few mi nu t e s  in a quiet  r oom,  it was a 
per sonal  m o m e n t  of  crisis for me.  "No one  could a dmi r e  the 
work that  you are do i ng  mor e  t han  I, Gor don , "  I said, "precisely 
because  I mysel f  am not  up to it. I do n ' t  seem to be cal led to it. 
I wish I had your  cal l ing,  but  I don' t . "

This doesn ' t  me a n  I haven ' t  been  involved in o t he r  ways 
wor ki ng  on b e ha l f  o f  the poor  and the homel ess .  The F o u n d a ­
t ion for C o mmu n i t y  E n c o u r a g e m e n t  has done  an e n o r m o u s  
a m o u n t  of  work in areas of  poverty.  And  I have for two decades  
s poken  out  against  the states'  deci s ion to virtual ly shut  down 
thei r  ment a l  hospi tal s  and put  the major i ty of  thei r  severely and 
chronical ly menta l ly  ill pat i ent s  out  on the streets.  A l t h o u g h  
this deci s ion was dressed in sweet  words  abou t  r e spec t i ng  the 
civil l ibert ies of  the menta l ly  ill and the benefi t s  of  m o d e r n  
t ranqui l i zers ,  plus a nice fantasy about  "c ommuni t y  ment a l  
heal th  centers"  that  woul d  take care of  t hese peop l e ,  I knew 
from the b e g i n n i n g  that  the mot ives  were pr imar i ly e c o n o mi c  
and could see the p r o b l e m of  homel es snes s  as an inevi table re­
sult of  such crass economi cs .

But  no ma t t e r  how o b nox i ous  I ma d e  mysel f  (as in many  of
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my p e a c e ma k i n g  act ivi t ies),  peop l e  general ly did not  l isten. In 
this i ns tance,  as in others ,  it has often seemed  to me that  my e n ­
ergies have been  wasted.  But  for years I have been  consol ed  by 
an a c coun t  of  a pa t i ent  of  mi ne  who a t t e n d e d  a conf e r ence  at 
which one of  the Ber r i gan  b r o t he r s  (who have l ong been  in­
volved in radical  civil d i s obed i ence  on beha l f  of  d i s a r ma me n t )  
was speaking.  My pat i ent  said tha t  at this con f e r ence  s o me o n e  
asked Fa t he r  Ber r i gan  how he could con t i nue  over  decades  to 
do his work when  it s eemed  to have no obvious results.  He re­
s ponde d ,  "We don ' t  even t h ink abou t  results.  I f  we did,  we 
woul d  be dead by now. The  results are not  our  concer n .  We j u s t  
do wha t  we th ink is r ight ,  what  we feel we have to do,  and leave 
the results up to God."

THE PARADOXES OF TIME AND MONEY

We mus t  not  only choose  the level o f  our  i nvo l vement  and our  
responsibi l i ty as ci t izens but  also cons i de r  the ma t t e r  of  t iming.  
Dec i d i ng  whe n  to get  involved is crucial ,  given that  we can 
never  do everything we may want  to do in this life, and given 
the real i ty that  our  own r esources  — of  t ime,  energy,  and 
money  — are l imi ted.  I once  met  a w o ma n  of  fifty-five whose  
ch i l dr en  were grown and who was heavily involved in civil dis­
obed i ence .  She not  only had the t ime and energy but  also the 
t o l e r ance  for such act ivism; in fact, she r e g a r d e d  it as u n p r o ­
duct ive i f  she d i dn ' t  go to jai l  at least  once  a mon t h .  But  I doub t  
that  God is likely to call a new mot her ,  or a fa ther  whose  i ncome  
mus t  s uppor t  his family, to go to jai l  for civil d i sobedi ence .

As the saying goes,  t i mi ng is everything.  Many peop l e  al­
ready have thei r  hands  full mak i ng  a l iving and raising thei r  
chi ldren.  Ot he r s  make  a di f ferent  choice.  I have hea rd  of  a 
n u m b e r  of  civil activists who were successful as society' s movers  
and shakers  but  s eemed  to be fai lures as parent s .  Appa r en t l y  
they spent  far mor e  t ime on social causes t han  on thei r  own 
ch i l dr en  and homes .  Yet some of  these activists were obviously 
cal led to thei r  work,  and whi le they may have r egr e t t ed  not
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s pe nd i ng  mor e  t ime with t he i r  ch i l dr en ,  the wor ld is very possi ­
bly be t t e r  off for thei r  sacrifices.

Many signif icant  cont r i bu t i ons  are made  to society t h r o u g h  
the giving of  t ime,  money,  or o t her  r esources  by s t rongly p r i n ­
cipled individuals  who regard  thei r  ci t i zenship as a r espons ibi l ­
ity. "Volunteer i sm" is the word we use to descr ibe  efforts at 
t rying to do good in spheres  beyond pe r sona l  e c o n o mi c  inter ­
ests and family. As soon as a pe r son  s tands up for s ome t h i ng  
wi th no e xpec t a t i on  of  r eward,  his i nvo l vement  in a cause is es­
sentially voluntary.  A p h i l a n t h r op i s t  vol unt eer s  his money.  A 
t eache r  may provide  free after-school  t u t o r i ng  to ch i l d r en  in a 
poor  n e i g h b o r h o o d .  A s t udent  may assist at a homel es s  shelter.  
A h o m e m a k e r  may make  weekly visits to spend qual i ty t ime with 
lonely res ident s  of  a h o m e  for the elderly.

Doi ng  vo l un t ee r  work is a cal l ing.  It is as l egi t imate  and as 
c ompl e x  a choice as a career  decision.  I bel ieve that  mos t  p e o ­
ple should vo l un t ee r  at some t ime or anot her ,  and that  the 
process  and o u t c o me  o f  do i ng  so are always mutua l ly  beneficial  
to society and to the individual .  W h e t h e r  one  does so in youth,  
mi ddl e  age,  or old age,  vo l un t e e r i ng  present s  an o p por t un i t y  
for l ea r n i ng  and growi ng t h r o u g h  service to others .  The e n t h u ­
siasm and energy of  the young,  and the availability,  e xpe r i e nc e ,  
and compas s i on  of  older  peop l e  make  t h e m potent i a l ly very 
ded i ca t ed  volunteer s .

But  the choice of  vo l un t ee r i sm mus t  be we i ghed  by many 
factors,  o f  whi ch t iming may be the mos t  crucial .  In the succinct  
words  of  Ecclesiastes:

To every t h ing t here  is a season,  and a t ime to every pu r ­
pose u n d e r  the heaven;

A t ime to be born ,  and a t ime to die;  a t ime to plant ,  and 
a t ime to pluck up that  whi ch is p l ant ed;

A t ime to kill, and a t ime to heal ;  a t ime to break  down,  
and a t ime to bui ld up;

A t ime to weep,  and a t ime to laugh;  a t ime to m o u r n ,  
and a t ime to dance;

A t ime to cast  away stones,  and a t ime to ga t he r  s tones to-
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gether ;  a t ime to embr a c e ,  and a t ime to refrain f rom 
embr ac i ng;

A t ime to get,  and a t ime to lose; a t ime to keep,  and a 
t ime to cast away;

A t ime to rend,  and a t ime to sew; a t ime to keep si lence,  
and a t ime to speak;

A t ime to love,  and a t ime to hate;  a t ime of war,  and a 
t ime of  peace.

Jus t  as t ime is i mpor t a n t ,  o t he r  r esources  also make  a dif­
f e rence  in one ' s  ability to serve society. Many simplist ical ly mis­
cons t rue  act ivism as a call to radical  poverty,  and thus reject  it. 
Wor k i ng  for the good of  society need  not  be s ynonymous  with a 
total sacrifice of  one ' s  comfor t .  Some years ago I read the p r o ­
ceedi ngs  of  a con f e r ence  o f  c o mmu n i t y  activists in Nova Scotia.  
One  of  the speakers ,  who had spent  many years on the f ront  
l ines of  social act ion and vol unt ee r i sm,  said,  "The greates t  con ­
t r i but i on you can make  to the poor  is by not  b e c o mi n g  one of  
t hem. "  This s t a t emen t  may seem harsh,  but  out  of  my own ex­
pe r i ence  it st ruck me,  in par t  at least,  as having the r ing of  
t ruth.  FCE,  for ins tance,  has been  able to do its p e a c e ma k i n g  
and pover ty work only because  it is a financial ly solvent  n o n ­
prof i t  organiza t ion.

Whi l e  t here ' s  no vi r tue per  se in abject  poverty,  t here  is the 
real ques t i on  o f  wh e t h e r  great  weal th simply const i tutes  greed.  
It d e p e n d s ,  of  course ,  on how that  money  is spent .  The r e  is 
mor e  t han a grain of  t r u t h  in the saying that  mo n e y  is the root  
of  all evil. But  the flip side is equal ly compel l i ng .  Given that  cap­
ital can also be used to do good,  a man  n a m e d  L e o n a r d  Orr  
once  sugges t ed that  mo n e y  can be viewed as "God in ci rcula­
tion."

But  whe n  is e n o u g h  mo n e y  enough?  Those  i n t en t  on ma k ­
ing money,  or on keep i ng  what  they have al ready ma de ,  mi gh t  
be i ncl ined to answer,  "Never." In my view, mo n e y  is the means  
to an end,  not  the end in itself. And  i f  that  end is to do good,  
again t here  may never  be e n o u g h  money.  In any case,  the ques-
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t ion se l dom arises unless t here  is "not  e n o u g h "  and deci s ions 
mus t  be ma d e  c o n c e r n i n g  what  to do abou t  it.

It is often r ecogni zed  that  mo n e y  is pe r ha ps  mo r e  likely to 
be enslaving than  l iberat ing.  Mone y  is a seduct ive mistress.  In 
In Search o f  Stones, I wrote  that  I worry far mo r e  abou t  money  
t han  I used to whe n  we d i dn ' t  have mu c h  of  it. Some of  this 
worry is appr opr i a t e .  "A fool and his mo n e y  are soon par t ed. "  
But  I have also wor r i ed  a bou t  money  mo r e  t han  necessary,  and 
in i n a p p r o p r i a t e  ways that  could easily b e c o me  an obsession.  
Co u n t i n g  up the n u m b e r s  can cer tainly help rel ieve our  anxi ­
et ies abou t  t he future.  But  it can also lead to false pr ide  and self­
sat isfact ion,  as i f  mo n e y  were the meas u r e  of  our  wor th.

I am per haps  mo r e  p r o n e  to this obsess ion than  most .  
Bor n  in May 1936,  I am very m u c h  a Depr e s s i on  baby. T h r o u g h ­
out  our  Park Avenue  c h i l dhoods ,  my father  would  not  only ex­
p o u n d  to my b r o t h e r  and me,  "You boys have got  to l earn the 
value of  a dollar," but  also r epea t edl y  proc l a i m,  "We' re going to 
the poo r hous e . "  Par t  of  me knew at the t ime that  this was l augh­
able.  However ,  it sank in. As an adol escent ,  wh e n  I t ook my 
dates to dinner ,  I woul d  sit in si lent  angui sh  i f  they o r d e r e d  any­
th ing o t he r  t han  one of  the least  expens ive  ent rees .  I was able 
to get  over  that ,  but  for many years after get t ing mar r i ed  and 
having ch i l d r en  I wor r i ed  we mi gh t  end up going to the poor-  
house.  Wh a t  i f  I had a st roke and cou l dn ' t  work? Wha t  i f  we got  
sued? Wha t  i f  the bo t t o m fell out  of  the stock marke t ?  Wh a t  i f  
inf lat ion ran r ampan t ?  Wh a t  if? Wh a t  if?

In many mi nds ,  mo n e y  and securi ty are equivalent s .  But  
c o mp l e t e  securi ty is an i l lusion.  Life is an i nher en t l y  i nsecure  
business.  At a very early age,  I was gr an t ed  a revelat ion that  the 
only real securi ty in life lies in re l i shing life's insecuri ty.  I have 
p r e a c h e d  this revelat ion ever since,  yet  to this day I con t i nue  to 
need  to r e l earn  it. Money  is a kind of  security,  and t here  can 
never  be e n o u g h  — at  least,  not  when  we are chas ing after the il­
lusion of  total  security.

I know perfect ly well that  those very weal thy peopl e  who 
never  give away anyt h i ng  have been  d a m n e d  to chase after that
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empt y i l lusion.  I know because  a par t  of  t h e m is in me.  I may 
not  have fallen prey as compl e t e l y  as they to the idolat ry of  
money,  but  the fact r emai ns  that  n o t h i n g  con t i nues  to i nt er fere  
mo r e  with my prayer  life t han  conce r ns  abou t  my i nc ome ,  in­
ves tment s ,  and book sales. Some spiri tual  wr i ters  have diag­
nosed the h u m a n  race as suffering from a "psychology of  
scarcity"; they urge  us to a "psychology o f  a b u n d a n c e "  — a sense 
that  t here  will always be e n o u g h  and that  God will plent i ful ly 
provide.  I bel ieve in this t eaching.  It's j u s t  that  as a Depr es s i on  
baby I ' m hard  pressed to fol low it, try as I might .

Wh a t  truly const i tutes  weal th? In wor ldly t erms ,  it is the 
possess ion o f  money  and valuable things.  But  i f  we were to m e a ­
sure weal th  in o t he r  ways, besides  mer e  dol lars,  many  who are 
po o r  in possess ions  are spiri tual ly rich,  and many who own 
mu c h  are spiri tual ly impover i shed .  Fr om a psychospi r i tual  pe r ­
spect ive,  the truly weal thy are those who have an o n g o i n g  rela­
t i onshi p  with God and have l ea r ned  that  by giving of  t hemselves  
they also receive much.

W h e t h e r  we are blessed wi th gifts of  the spirit  or worldly 
weal th or both,  d e m a n d s  a c c o mp a n y  those blessings.  We have 
hea r d  it said that  f rom the one  to w h o m  mu c h  is given (in the 
way of  talent ,  money,  or o t he r  r esources)  mu c h  is expect ed.  
Thus ,  one  of  the greates t  d i l e mma s  for those who have accu­
mul a t e d  any me a s u r e  of  weal th is the deci s ion w h e t h e r  — and to 
what  e x t e n t  — they shoul d  share that  weal th to benef i t  others.  
Wh e n  shoul d  those with money  start giving it away? Ther e ' s  no 
clear  formula,  of  course.  But  what  is clear  to me is that ,  as with 
power,  the real p u r pos e  of  having money  is to share it with o t h ­
ers. Too mu c h  money,  like too mu c h  power,  poses a d a n g e r  for 
society as well as for the individual  who keeps  it for h i mse l f  in­
stead of  giving it away.

A PERSONAL CASE STUDY

Lily and I did truly extensive vo l un t ee r  work in our  late mi dd l e  
years,  f rom roughly the end of  1984 to the end of  1995. Our
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ability to devote  so mu c h  of our t ime and o t he r  resources  came 
on the heels  of  the c ommer c i a l  success of  The Road Less Trav­
eled. And  in 1984,  the s econd year  we e a r n e d  significantly mor e  
t han  we ne e de d ,  we began  l ooki ng at wher e  we could vol unt ee r  
our  t ime or c on t r i bu t e  money  to an i mp o r t a n t  cause.  The cause 
that  c a p t u r e d  our  i nteres t  above all other s  was peace ,  and Lily 
and I began  to talk abou t  star t ing a f ounda t i on  of  some sort. 
For  a few m o n t h s  we toyed wi th the no t i on  of  es t abl i shing s o me ­
thing that  would  br ing t o ge t he r  the f ive h u n d r e d  or so differ­
ent  peace  organizat ions .  But  the mor e  we c ons i de r ed  it, the 
mor e  likely it s eemed  that  what ever  we mi gh t  set up woul d  j u s t  
b e c o me  the 501st  peace  group.

Gradual ly,  we came to real ize that  c o mmu n i t y  maki ng  was 
mo r e  f u n d a me n t a l  t han  p e a c e  — that ,  in fact, c o mmu n i t y  ma k ­
ing mus t  p r e c e de  peace.  So in D e c e m b e r  1984,  in con j unc t i on  
wi th n ine  other s ,  we establ i shed the F o u n d a t i o n  for C o m m u ­
nity E n c o u r a g e m e n t .  FCE is a t ax-exempt ,  nonprof i t ,  publ ic-  
educa t i on  f o u nda t i on  whose  mission is to t each the pr inciples  
of  c o m m u n i t y  — t ha t  is, the pr incipl es  of  heal thy c o m m u n i c a ­
t ion wi thin and b e t ween  groups .  The s t a t ement  of  its f ound i ng  
vision reads:

The r e  is a yea r n i ng  in the hea r t  for peace.  Because  of  
the wo u n d s  — the r e j ec t i ons  — we have received in past  
re l a t i onships ,  we are f r i gh t ened  by the risks. In our  
fear, we d i s coun t  the d r e a m of  au t hen t i c  c o mmu n i t y  
as merely visionary.  But  t he re  are rules by whi ch p e o ­
ple can come back together ,  by which the old wounds  
are heal ed.  It is the miss ion of  the F o u n d a t i o n  for 
C o m m u n i t y  E n c o u r a g e m e n t  to t each these r u l e s  — to 
make  h o p e  real a g a i n  — to make  the vision actual ly 
mani fes t  in a wor ld which has a lmos t  forgot t en the 
glory of  what  it means  to be h u ma n .

In The Different Drum (subt i t l ed Community Making and 
Peace to signify the p r ogr e s s i on) ,  I e x p o u n d e d  on the value of  
c o mmu n i t y  maki ng  as the crucial  p r e c u r s o r  to peace.  C o mmu -
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nity bu i l d i ng  helps  r emove  barr iers  to c o mm u n i c a t i o n ,  such as 
the s mugness  many peop l e  start out  with because  of  t he i r  j o b  ti­
tles, i nc ome ,  degrees ,  and rel igious,  cul tural ,  and racial  i dent i ­
ties. W h e n  these bar r i ers  come  down t h r o u g h  the l ea rn i ng  of  
empt i ness ,  we expe r i e nc e  a t e mp o r a r y  state o f  consc i ousness  in 
which the mi nd  is ut ter ly op e n  and recept ive and t herefore  t o­
tally alert.  It is t h r o u g h  this process  that  we also al low r oom for 
he a l i ng  — and even miracles  of  a sor t  — to occur.  C o mmu n i t y  
bu i l d i ng  helps  cut  t h r o u g h  peopl e ' s  sophi s t i ca t i on to get  to the 
hear t  o f  thei r  i n n o c e n c e .  It  e nc ou r a ge s  peopl e  to p r of oundl y  
e xa mi ne  the i r  mot ives ,  feel ings,  j u d g m e n t s ,  and react ions ,  and 
hence  it e xpa nds  the consc iousness  of  self and ul t imately con ­
sciousness of  others.

For  those eleven years,  Lily and I v o l un t e e r e d  roughly a 
thi rd of  our  i nc ome  and a thi rd of  our  t ime to wor ki ng  with 
FCE.  We each spent  abou t  twenty hour s  a week wor ki ng  on be ­
hal f  of  the organizat ion.  Being par t  of  FCE was very mu c h  like 
having chi ldren.  We never  d r e a m e d  o f  how m u c h  work it would 
be. We also never  d r e a m e d  o f  how mu c h  we would gain and 
l earn f rom it.

As I wrote  in In Search o f Stones, when  we s tar ted FCE we 
were a b u n c h  of  do- gooder s  who d i dn ' t  know anyt h i ng  abou t  
how to do good by r u n n i n g  a nonpr of i t  organiza t ion.  Had  you 
asked me back then  what  s t rategic p l a n n i n g  was,  I mi ght  have 
told you it was pr obabl y  s o me t h i n g  they did over  at the Pe n t a ­
gon.  In par t icular ,  we had no idea how to run a business ,  which 
a nonpr of i t  o rgani za t i on ,  every bit as mu c h  as a prof i t -making 
one,  mus t  be i f  it is to be successful.  Again,  we were ope r a t i ng  
in the dark.  I had to learn.  We had to learn.  We had to l earn not  
only a bou t  st rategic p l a n n i n g  but  all a bou t  mar ke t i ng ,  confer ­
ence  coo r d i na t i ng ,  m a n a g e m e n t  of  vol unt eer s ,  ups izing and 
downsizing,  fund- rai s ing and de v e l o p me n t ,  c o m p u t e r  systems 
and mai l i ng lists, miss ion and vision s t a t ement s ,  a c c oun t i ng  
p r oc e dur e s ,  and so on.  We also had to l earn even mor e  i mp o r ­
t ant  things,  such as how bigger  isn' t  necessar i ly bet ter ,  how to 
c oor d i na t e ,  and how to clarify roles and power  issues.

Most  o f  what  we l ea r ned  in those dozen  years came as a re-
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suit of  wor k i ng  wi th many other s  in the m a n a g e m e n t  of  FCE,  
and it has often been  painful  l earning.  At  one po i n t  or another ,  
we have ma d e  a l mos t  every manager i a l  mis take in the book.  I 
have al ready m e n t i o n e d  how far and away the mos t  agoniz ing 
f inancial  deci s ion we have ever had to make  was not  in r egard 
to our  per sona l  f inances  but  in r egard  to this char i t abl e  o r gan i ­
zat ion.  FCE was hit  devastat ingly hard  by the 1990-92 recession,  
and survived only because ,  over  the course  of  six mo n t h s ,  we re­
d uc e d  its annua l  b u d g e t  f rom $750,000 to $250,000 t h r o u g h  
" downs i z i ng"  — that  e u p h e m i s m  for laying off c o m p e t e n t  e m ­
ployees.

As a WASP who grew up wi th cer t ain i ns t ruct ions  for how 
to c o n d u c t  one ' s  life with at least  a m o d i c u m  of  dignity,  the 
ha r des t  t h ing I had to do for FCE was raise funds.  I had been  
t augh t  never  to beg.  After  t h r ee  years of  do i ng  so, I expressed 
my agony and f rus t ra t ion in a 1987 p o e m ent i t l ed "A Beggar ' s  
Life (Confess ions  of  a Fund- rai ser ) " :

I beg
Prowl ing the streets,
Stalking for targets.
Do I ever even see
The faces anymore?
Or j us t  the clothes?

By the clothes  I j u d g e  them.
That  one  looks poor.  He looks di sheveled.  She
Looks  ordinary.  Tha t  one  looks i nconsequent i a l .
Ah,  but  this o n e !
This one  looks wealthy.
This one  looks substant ial .
This one looks influent ial .
I move in for the kill, and
Am b r u s h e d  aside.

Am I not  like t hem all,
Lo ok i ng  for a be t t er  life?
The p r o b l e m,  you see,  is that  I am not
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A good beggar.
I prowl  endlessly,  yet  at n ight  
Sink into f l ophouse  dreams ,
Not  even knowi ng  i f  I will be able 
To make  next  week' s  rent .

I wonde r :
Woul d  I not  do bet ter ,  were I to look at 
The i r  faces?

I have col l eagues  
In this profession.  Most  
Tell me I am r ight  to not  look 
At  the faces.  They have the same 
Categor i es  of  clothes
As I, yet  some seem mor e  successful ,  and 
I w o n d e r  why?

Do they look
At the faces? A few say
Yes,
Fr om the faces you can see the guil t  
And  prey u p o n  it.

I c a n n o t  play
That  trick. It is not
That  I am moral .  It is that  I mi gh t
Also see t he i r  need ,  and t hen  how would I know
Wh o  is who,
Wh o  the beggar ,  and wh e t h e r  I,
Wi th such l imi ted resources ,
Am not  the one  cal led to give?

Li mi t ed  resources ,
That ' s  the p r ob l e m.  Can ' t  spread yourse l f  
Too thin,  they say, and that ' s  the t ruth.
I can' t  go down all the st reets 
At  all hour s  and,  certainly,
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I can ' t  look into 
All the faces.

But  I d on ' t  do well.
Some days,  I also wo n d e r
I f  I woul d  not  do be t t er  j u s t  s t andi ng still.
I have a fr iend,  a bl ind man,
Wh o  does real well.
H e  j u s t  sits t here ,
No t  having to move,
Wi th his scarred eyes all rol led up,
An d  they give and give.

But  they wo u l d n ' t  give to me,
Woul d  they,
Just  for be i ng  there?

And  I d on ' t  have the cour age
To gouge  out  my eyes
Even t h o u g h  I wo u l d n ' t  have to worry
Ab o u t  ma k i ng  all those choices
And  l ooki ng at the faces
Anymor e .

So I keep movi ng  along,
Trying to look at j u s t  the clothes ,
Hus t l i ng  as best  I can,
But  I do n ' t  do well.
It's a beggar ' s  life.

Tha t  was the downs i de .  I c o u l d n ' t  have do n e  it wi t hout  the 
ups ide.  For  one thing,  I knew that  begg i ng  was h o n o r e d  in 
many rel igions and that  the humi l i a t i on  of  it all could be 
l ooked up o n  as a spiri tual  discipl ine.  Cer tainly I bel ieve it was 
for t una t e  for me that  at the very t ime I could begi n  to sit back 
and rely u p o n  my por t fol io of  stocks and bonds ,  God h a p p e n e d  
to pu t  me in a pos i t i on wher e  I had to rely on the p r ov i dence  of  
others .  And  then  the re  was the mat t e r  o f  ma k i ng  new and good
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friends.  It is hard  not  to love s o me o n e  who gives you mo n e y  for 
a cause you bel ieve to be worthy.  And  st rangely,  large dona t i ons  
often s eemed to come  whe n  we most  n e e d e d  but  least  expec t ed  
t hem,  as i f  they were mani f es t a t i ons  of  grace.

It can be e i t her  very easy or very difficult  to give away 
money.  Jul ius Rosenwal d ,  the e n t r e p r e n e u r i a l  genius  beh i nd  
Sears,  Roe b u c k  and f ounde r  of  the Jul ius  Rosenwal d  Fund,  
once  declared:  "It is a lmost  always easier  to make  a mi l l ion dol ­
lars hones t ly t han  to di spose of  it wisely." A n u m b e r  of  FCE' s 
small  donor s  and a few of  its large ones simply said, "Here ' s  my 
check.  It seems as i f  you ' r e  do i ng  good work and we ' d like to 
help you out ,  but  that ' s  as far as we want  to get  involved." We 
were very grateful  to t hem.  But  other s  who d o n a t e d  large sums 
of  mo n e y  some t i mes  felt it was i n c u m b e n t  u p o n  t h e m to see 
that  it was m a n a g e d  well.  Tha t  me a n t  a fur ther  i nves t ment  of  
thei r  t ime,  and so ma de  it mor e  difficult  to give away money  
t han  to make  it. Even so, it may also have been  mor e  e m o t i o n ­
ally r e wa r d i n g  — as it was for Lily and me.

Many have given FCE h u n d r e d s  of  t h o u s a n d s  of  dol lars,  
b u t  j us t  as i mpor t a n t ,  many have also given it thei r  t ime.  Cur ­
rent ly FCE has only four  ful l-t ime employees .  Yet its i nf luence  is 
grea t e r  t han  ever because  a h u n d r e d  peop l e  have vo l un t ee r ed  
the t ime.  Vo l un t ee r i ng  is hard  work.  Because  they are not  paid,  
many who vo l un t ee r  assume that  they can j u s t  show up w h e n ­
ever they want  to, but  t rue vo l unt ee r i sm d e m a n d s  m u c h  more .  
Those  who d e p e n d  on vol unt ee r s  to help thei r  organi za t i ons  
succeed often find that  the cent ral  p r o b l e m is ge t t ing a c o m­
m i t m e n t  f rom t hem.  Over  the years,  our  o r gani za t i on  has been  
blessed with an army of  fully c o mmi t t e d  volunteer s .

In h i nds ight ,  it seems to me that  FCE has survived and is 
cur rent ly  f lour i shing t hanks  to the hard  work of  these c o mmi t ­
ted vol unt eer s  and because  of  its integr i ty as an organizat ion.  
Whi l e  we made  every possible mis take,  we did so wi th integri ty,  
and s o me h o w that  s e e me d  to save the mistakes f rom be i ng total 
disasters.  To act wi th integr i ty also me a n t  that  we had to int e­
grate good business  pr inciples  wi th our  pr incipl es  of  c o m m u ­
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nity. Tha t  was not  cheaply achieved.  It r equ i r e d  that  we l earn 
still mor e  a bou t  m a n a g e m e n t  and the na t u r e  of  organizat ional  
cul ture  and consensua l  deci s ion ma k i n g  — and l earn mor e  
deeply abou t  c o mmu n i t y  itself. One  of  our  i nformal  mot t os  be ­
came "FCE goes deeper . "  So we ven t u r ed  ever fur ther  into the 
dep t hs  of  wha t  c o mmu n i t y  is all abou t  wi thin the f r amework  of  
our  own organi za t i on ,  di scover ing for ourselves bo t h  the p r o ­
found l imi tat ions  and equal ly p r o f o u n d  vir tues of  c o mmu n i t y  
in the workplace .

It was good that  we did so. W h e n  we star ted FCE,  the ma r ­
ket  for c o mmu n i t y  bu i l d i ng  was that  par t  of  the genera l  publ i c 
i n t eres t ed in a t emporary ,  i ndividual  expe r i e nc e  of  per sonal  
growth.  Gradual ly,  however ,  as mo r e  peop l e  had the e xpe r i ence  
of  communi t y ,  the pr i mar y  mar ke t  be c a me  organi za t i ons  that  
sought  g r ea t e r  effect iveness and creativity. We were able to 
mee t  this growing d e m a n d  with integr i ty only because  we knew 
s ome t h i ng  about  the complexi t i es  of  i n t egr a t i ng  c o mmu n i t y  
pr incipl es  wi th business  o p e r a t i o n s  — and that  was largely a re­
sult of  having pract i ced on ourselves.

Mor e  t han  anyt h i ng  else,  what  I've l ea rned  t h r o u g h  FCE is 
a vastly i ncreased awareness  of  how di f ferent  peopl e  a r e  — and 
how we need  those  di fferences.  In A World Waiting to Be Born, I 
wrote  that  years before FCE one  of  my fi rst  t eacher s  in this 
r ea lm was a decade  y o u n g e r  than I. Pet er  was a young  enl i sted 
man,  a "psych tech" who served u n d e r  me in Okinawa.  Wh e n  I 
arr ived at my new as s i gnment ,  I f ound t here  were not  near ly 
e n o u g h  t r a ined psychot herapi s t s  to mee t  the d e ma n d ;  yet  a 
dozen  of  t hese twenty-year-old t echs were si t t ing a r o u n d  with 
little or n o t h i n g  to do.  So I told t h e m to start  do i ng  psy­
c h o t h e r a p y  and I would provide t h e m wi th on- the- job t raining.  
It was quickly a p p a r e n t  that  hal f  were  not  up to t h e  j o b ,  and I 
set t h e m to o t he r  tasks. But  six had a natural  t al ent  for the role.  
One  was Peter.  For  two years he served wi th di s t i nct ion as a 
therapis t .  Th e n  his en l i s t men t  was up and it was t ime for him to 
r e t u r n  h o me  to the Un i t ed  States.  As we were saying good-bye,  
I asked him a bou t  his plans and was aghas t  when  he told me he



2 3 4

i n t e n d e d  to start  a mi lk d i s t r i but ion business.  "But you ' r e  a fine 
psychotherapi s t , "  I excl a imed.  "I could help you get  into a good 
master ' s  p r ogr am.  The G.I. Bill woul d  pay for it."

"No,  thanks ,  my plans are set," Pet er  f i rmly repl ied.  But  I 
pers i s ted,  out l i n i ng  all the advantages  of  a car eer  as a pract i c ing 
psychotherapi s t .  Finally,  wi th an u n d e r s t a n d a b l e  edge to his 
voice,  Pe t e r  s i lenced me by saying,  "Look,  Scotty, can ' t  you get  
it into your  head that  not  everyone  is like you,  that  not  everyone 
with the o p por t un i t y  wants to be a psychotherapi s t ?"

As well as i l lust rat ing my own narcissism,  the story d e m o n ­
strates that  p eop l e  who have a t a l ent  for s o me t h i n g  don ' t  t h e r e ­
fore necessar i ly have a vocat ion for it. Secular  vocat ional  
counse l or s  know the best  oc cupa t i ons  for peopl e  are those in 
which thei r  ap t i t ude  and int eres t  coincide.  But  God is ge ne r ous  
to many and bestows on t h e m mul t ipl e  gi f t s  — interests as well as 
talents.  The pa t t e rn  of  such gifts, however ,  is always un i q u e  to 
the individual .  Each of  us is c r ea t ed  differently.  I have gifts that  
you do not  have.  You have gifts that  I do not  have.  And  this is 
why we need  each other.

Our  c o m m o n  narcissist ic fai lure to apprec i a t e  the s epara t e ­
ness,  the di f ferentness ,  of  other s  bedevi ls bus iness  life every bit 
as mu c h  as it does our  family and per sona l  lives. Let  me give you 
an e xampl e  of the same sick d y n a m i c  — the fai lure to appr ec i a t e  
diversi ty a m o n g  us — at work in an even larger  set t ing,  creat ing 
a hateful  and dest ruct ive schism wi thin an ent i r e  profession.  I 
was tentat ively asked some t ime ago to consul t  abou t  a confl ict  
be t ween  the two gove r n i ng  bodies  of  one o f  Amer i ca ' s  medical  
special t ies.  The  "Amer i can Col lege"  pr imar i ly r e p r e s e n t e d  the 
prac t i t i oners  in the f ield,  whi le the "Amer i can Academy"  pr i ­
mari ly r e p r e s e n t e d  its researchers .  The me mb e r s  of  bot h  
groups  were highly intel l igent ,  ex t r emel y  wel l - educat ed,  and 
supposedly civil ized physicians.  Yet for over  a dec a de  the rela­
t i onshi p  be t ween  these "sister" organi za t i ons  had gradual ly 
been  d e g e n e r a t i n g  into e x t r eme  incivility.

I quickly l ea r ned  that  the pract i ce  of  this specialty,  on the 
f ront iers  of  med i c i ne ,  was m u c h  mor e  an art  t han  a science.  
Those  who b e l o n g e d  to the Col lege were t r ea t ing pat i ent s  on
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the f ront  l ines and had to oper a t e  most ly by guesswork and in­
tui t ion.  It was no accident ,  t here fore ,  tha t  they were me n  and 
w o m e n  not  only a c c u s t o me d  to ambi gui t y  but  actual ly exci ted 
by it. On the o t he r  hand ,  like all scientific r esearch,  medical  re­
search requi r es  e x t r e me  preci s ion and clarity. By vir tue of  the 
g r o u n d - b r e a k i n g  na t u r e  of  the specialty,  it r equ i r ed  exactness  
even mor e  s t r ingent ly t han  o t he r  f i elds .  Consequent l y ,  the 
m e m b e r s  of  the Ac a d e my  were w o m e n  and me n  who ha t ed  
vagueness  and r ega r de d  ambi gui t y  as t he i r  enemy.

After  j u s t  two p h o n e  calls,  I was able to ascer t ain t ha t  the 
major  source of  confl ict  be t ween  the two organi za t i ons  was the 
di f ference in the per sonal i t i es  of  thei r  me mb e r s .  This ex t e n d e d  
even to thei r  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  styles, which,  beyond  any mat t e r  
o f  subs t ance ,  s e e me d  a lmost  des i gned  to an t agon i ze  each 
other.  Fai l ing even to acknowl edge  thei r  di f ferent  p r e d o m i n a n t  
personal i t y  t ypes  — much less appr ec i a t e  the need for t h e m  —  
each body had come to assume that  the ot her ' s  host i l i ty was ma ­
l icious in intent .  Unfor t una t e l y ,  bo t h  ma d e  the deci s ion not  to 
pur sue  reconci l i a t i on.  Onc e  h o o k e d  on confl ict ,  many o r gan i ­
zat ions,  like individuals ,  would r a t he r  f ight  t han  switch.

Had  these separa t e  organi za t i ona l  bodies  been  wi l l ing to 
p r o c e e d  wi th the consul t a t i on ,  they woul d  have di scovered that  
we now possess a di st inct  e duca t i ona l  " t echnology" to heal  such 
unneces sa r y  organi za t i ona l  confl icts.  This,  whi ch we call c o m­
muni t y- bui l d i ng  t echnology,  is a system o f  g r oup  l ea r n i ng  t ech­
ni ques  that  cut  t h r o u g h  peopl e ' s  everyday narci ssi sm,  al lowing 
t hem not  only to see one a no t he r ' s  di f ferences but  also to ac­
cept  t hem.  It is not  painless  l earning,  but  it is effective. 
T h r o u g h  it peop l e  actual ly expe r i e nc e  thei r  mut ua l  i n t e r d e ­
p e n d e n c e  on one  ano t he r ' s  gifts. They l earn in t he i r  hear t s  
what  the Apos t l e  Paul  me a n t  by "mystical body" wh e n  he said:

Now t here  are diversit ies of  gifts, but  the same Spi r i t .  .. .
For  to one  is given by the Spiri t  the word o f  wi sdom;  to 
a n o t h e r  the word of  knowl edge  by the same Spirit;  to 
a n o t h e r  faith by the same Spirit;  to a n o t h e r  the gifts of  
hea l i ng  by the same Spirit;  to a n o t h e r  the wor ki ng  of
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miracles;  to a n o t h e r  prophecy;  to a n o t h e r  d i sce rn i ng  
of  spirits; to a n o t h e r  divers kinds of  t ongues ;  to an­
o t her  the i n t e r p r e t a t i on  of  t ongues .  . . .  As the body is 
one,  and ha th  many me mb e r s ,  and all the m e m b e r s  of  
that  one body,  be i ng many,  are one body. . .  the body 
is not  one me mb e r ,  but  many.

I f  the foot  shall say Because  I am not  the hand ,  I 
am not  of  t he body;  is it t here fore  not  of  the body?
And  if  the ear  shall say, Because  I am not  the eye,  I am 
not  of  the body;  is it t here fore  not  of  the body? I f  the 
whol e  body were an eye, wher e  were  the hear ing?  I f  
the whol e  were  hea r i ng ,  whe r e  were the smel l ing? But  
now ha th  God set the m e m b e r s  of  every one  of  t hem 
in the body,  as i t  ha t h  pleased him.  And  i f  t h e y  were  all 
one me mb e r ,  whe r e  were the body?.. . And  the eye 
ca n n o t  say unt o  the hand ,  I have no need  of  thee:  nor  
again the head to the feet,  I have no need  of  you.  .. .
But  God ha th  t e m p e r e d  the body together ,  having 
given mor e  a b u n d a n t  h o n o r  to that  par t  which lacked:
That  t here  should be no schi sm in the body;  but  that  
the m e m b e r s  shoul d  have the same care one  for an­
other.  And  wh e t h e r  one m e m b e r  suffer, all the m e m ­
bers suffer with it; or one  m e m b e r  be h o n o r e d ,  all the 
m e m b e r s  rejoice wi th it.

Is it an accident ,  do you suppose ,  that  we h u m a n s  are c r e ­
ated in such variety and cal led in so many di vergent  ways? Ho w 
else could t here  be a society? We,  the col lect ive race,  the body 
of  humani t y ,  need  our  pr ac t i c ing physicians and researcher s ,  
our  execut ive and legislat ive b r anches ,  our  mar ke t e r s  and sales­
peopl e ,  our  farmers  and s t eelworkers ,  priests and p l umbe r s ,  au­
thors  and publ i sher s ,  athletes and en t e r t a i ne r s ,  p r o p h e t s  and 
bureaucra t s .  Yes, occasional ly the t h r eads  may b e c o me  a bit  un ­
raveled,  but  what  a wonder ful l y  var i egat ed fabric we are!

That  is the lesson we l ea r ned  t h r o u g h  our  work at FCE.  But  
for all that  Lily and I have given,  we have received even mor e  in 
r e turn.  We have ga i ned  fr iends a m o n g  a global  c o mmu n i t y  and
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amassed a great  deal  o f  new knowl edge  abou t  ourselves and 
others .  Wi t h o u t  F C E  — as wi t hou t  our  c h i l d r e n  — I woul d  be a 
very stupid man.

Now t hat  Lily and I are en t e r i ng  old age,  we have largely re­
t i red f rom FCE and o t he r  activit ies that  were once  par t  o f  our  
rout ine .  But  the l ea r n i ng  c o n t i n u e s  — i nc l ud i ng  that  o f  l ea rn i ng  
how to ret i re gracefully.  Actually,  f rom the start  our  i n t ent  was 
to work toward he l p i ng  FCE b e c o me  i n d e p e n d e n t  of  us. We 
were keenly aware of  and c o n c e r n e d  abou t  what  t ends  to h a p ­
pen wh e n  individuals  bui ld organi za t i ons  and later  leave them.  
The r e  are count l ess  exampl es  of  successful  "evangel ists" who 
star ted organi za t i ons  only to have a st roke or c o mmi t  an indi s­
cret ion,  wi th the resul t  that  thei r  chu r c he s  or t h e me  parks col ­
lapsed.  Our  goal  was to avoid that  at FCE.  So we have h a n d e d  
over  the reins,  e n c o u r a g i n g  other s  to be i n d e p e n d e n t  of  us, giv­
ing up our  power  to e m p o w e r  other s  who are i nde e d  qui te ca­
pable  of  car rying on FCE' s mission.

My father  d i dn ' t  ret i re unt i l  forced to do so by advanced  
age — he was in his e i gh t i e s  — so it has s eemed s t range to break 
f rom the t r adi t i on of  my u p b r i n g i n g  that  one  mus t  die in the 
saddle.  But  I've l ea r ned  that  t here  is n o t h i n g  wr ong  wi th doi ng 
things differently.  In fact, a f ound i ng  FCE boar d  me mb e r ,  J a n ­
ice Barf ield,  was a major  role mode l  for me in this way. She said 
God was tel l ing her  to ret i re,  and she did so with grace after 
serving eight  years.  T h r o u g h  her  l eader sh i p  she gave me pe r ­
mission to fol low her  foots teps after eleven.  The  deci s ion to r e ­
tire is a per sonal  choice and we each mus t  fol low our  own path.

I bel ieve that  I have been  given the green  l ight  f rom God 
to refrain f rom taking on any major  responsibi l i ty beyond  my 
o ngo i ng  wri t ing projects.  Since I've been  a responsibi l i ty-ahol ic 
all my life, this was not  a s imple step to take.  I had to l earn to say 
no and e n c o u r a g e  other s  to assume the responsibi l i t i es  that  I 
no longer  felt able to accept .  Play has t aken on a far mor e  i m­
po r t a n t  role in my life. But  it feels r ight  to me — and even seems 
all r ight  with G o d  — t ha t  I should actual ly enjoy r e t i r ement .

In a life t oge t he r  full of  blessings,  Lily and I feel the ad­
vent ure  of  r e t i r e me n t  is a n o t h e r  blessing.  We have not  s t opped
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l earning.  I still co n t i n u e  to write;  family and fr iends r ema i n  
cent ral  in our  lives; and we i n t end  to make  con t r i bu t i ons  to 
those social causes that  have always been  i mp o r t a n t  to us. We 
now play gol f  a good deal  of  the t ime and enjoy it not  only for 
re l axat ion but  also as a new and s t r ange l ea r n i ng  exper i ence .  
We are t ravel ing abr oad  ever mo r e  f r equen t l y  — ano t he r  l ea rn­
ing exper i ence .

Not  long ago I said to Lily, "These really are our  go l den  
years."

"Hell ," she r e t or t ed ,  "they' re our  p l a t i n u m year s ! "





P A R T  I I I

The Other Side 
of Complexity



C H A P T E R  7

The "Science" of God

IN T H E  END, ALL T HING S PO IN T  to G o d ___

I said ear l i er  that  the o r gani za t i on  of  this book  evolved 
f rom a single sent ence ,  a quot e  a t t r i but ed  to Just i ce Ol iver  We n ­
dell Ho l me s ,  Jr.: "I do n ' t  give a fig for the simplici ty this side of  
complexi ty,  but  I would die for the simplici ty on the o t he r  side."

To j o u r n e y  to the o t he r  side of  complexi ty,  we are chal ­
l enged  to make  a radical  shift in t hought .  We are invi ted to 
move way beyond  any simplist ic u n d e r s t a n d i n g  in o r de r  to c on ­
sider what  strict scientists mi ght  call the God Theory.  Walking 
this o t he r  side is to emb a r k  on a pa th  into the invisible realm.  
We c a n n o t  di scover  the radical  t ruths  of  God t h r o u g h  a rigid 
stance of  static certainty.  A caut ious  yet  c o m m a n d i n g  sense of  
"knowing wi th humi l i ty" is r equi red.

Like life, the o t he r  side of  compl exi t y  is not  always l inear,  
nor  static. It is, mu c h  like life, ul t imately a process .  This process  
involves mystery at its core,  but  it also enc ompa s s e s  a j o u r n e y  of  
c hange ,  of  heal ing,  and of  the acqui s i t ion of  wi sdom.  On this 

j o u r n e y  into the o t he r  side we may e x p e r i e n c e  a sense of  e p i p h ­
a n y  — those  flashes of  insight  whe r e  many things  that  s eemed 
qui te c o mp l e x  begin to make  mor e  sense wh e n  viewed f rom a 
spiri tual  perspect ive.  To do so, we can no l onge r  simplist ical ly 
i n t e r p r e t  life t h r o u g h  the l imi ted lens of  mater i a l i sm.

Like all t ransi t ions in life, the t ransi t ions we make  toward 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  the o t he r  side of  compl exi t y  are likely to be dif­
f icul t ,  even chaot ic.  We will e n c o u n t e r  pa r adox ,  and in l ea r n i ng



to u n d e r s t a n d  pa r adox ,  we will e x p e r i e n c e  psychic pain.  In par ­
ticular,  it is the pain of  loss of  old ideas and the sense of  cer­
tainty they provided.  Jus t  wh e n  we get  comfor t ab l e  with all that  
we th ink we know,  s ome t h i ng  will come  along to ratt le us out  of  
complacency.  Thus ,  it is impera t i ve  that  we be o p e n - m i n d e d  
and c ou r a ge ous  on this j our ney .  We mus t  ga t he r  all our  re­
s o u r c e s  — e mot i ona l ,  intel lectual ,  and spi r i t ua l  — to e n d u r e  the 
sense of  loss involved in let t ing go of  the bar r i ers  to our  ability 
to t h ink paradoxical ly,  to t h i nk  with integrity.

One  pa r a d o x  is that  the simplici ty on the o t he r  side does 
not  always look simple.  God,  for ins t ance ,  often seems like an 
ext r aordi nar i l y  c ompl e x  being.  As a Chr i s t ian,  I have f requent ly 
f ound it useful to divide God into the t r adi t ional  t hree  parts:  
Father ,  Son,  and Holy Spirit.  At  the very same t ime I e mbr a c e  
p a r a d o x  and know in the deepes t  sense that  God is One .  But  
wh e n  I say that  in the end,  all things point  to God,  what  things 
do I me a n  — and what  p r o o f  can be offered,  i f  any? Let ' s ex­
plore  "the God Theory"  and the sc i ent i f i c  — t hough most ly in­
d i r e c t  — evi dence  that  seems to po i n t  n o whe r e  else but  to God.

SCIENCE AND GOD

Wh e r e  does science fi t  into the s cheme of  things s u r r o u n d i n g  
God? Scientific geniuses ,  i nc l ud i ng  Carl J u n g  and Alber t  Ein­
stein,  have been  a m o n g  those who left the wor ld a legacy 
t h r o u g h  thei r  works,  which advanced  the search for m e a n i n g  in 
life and u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of  the universe.  And  bot h  ma d e  per ­
sonal  p r oc l a ma t i ons  that  thei r  scientific i nqui r i es  had led t hem 
to conc l ude  that  God is i ndeed  real.  But  despi t e the assured o b ­
servat ions of  divini ty f rom some of  science' s br ight es t  mi nds ,  we 
still can ' t  cite any specific scientific p r o o f  to s uppor t  the exis­
tence of  G o d .

Any p r o c l a ma t i o n  about  the exi s t ence of  God elicits at 
least  a bit of  s k e p t i c i s m — and proper l y  so — precisely because  it 
can' t  be pr oven  by t radi t i onal  scientific measures .  In fact, in this
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Age of  Reason,  science i tself has b e c o me  a sort  of  god.  The 
p r o b l e m,  however ,  is t ha t  God c a n n o t  be me a s u r e d  or cap­
tured.  To me a s u r e  s o me t h i n g  is to expe r i e nc e  it in a cer t ain di ­
me ns i on ,  a d i me n s i o n  in whi ch  we can make  observat ions  of  
great  accuracy.  The use of  m e a s u r e m e n t  has e nab l ed  science to 
make  e n o r m o u s  strides in u n d e r s t a n d i n g  the mater i a l  universe.  
But  by vir tue of  its success,  m e a s u r e m e n t  has b e c o me  a kind of  
scientific idol.  The resul t  is an a t t i tude on the par t  o f  many sci­
ent ists of  not  mer e  skept i ci sm but  ou t r i gh t  re j ect ion of  any­
t h ing that  c a n n o t  be meas ur ed .  It is as i f  they were to say, "What  
we ca n n o t  me a s u r e ,  we c a n n o t  know;  t here  is no poi n t  in wor ­
rying a bou t  wha t  we ca n n o t  know;  t herefore ,  what  ca n n o t  be 
me a s u r e d  is u n i m p o r t a n t  and unwor t hy  of  our  observat ion. "  
Because  of  this a t t i tude many scientists exc l ude  f rom thei r  seri­
ous cons i de r a t i on  all mat t er s  that  are — or seem to be — i n t a n g i ­
ble.  I nc l udi ng ,  o f  course ,  the mat t e r  of  God.

But  i f  we c a n n o t  cap t u r e  or me a s u r e  God,  ne i t he r  can we 
fully meas u r e  and "capture"  light,  gravity, or s uba t omi c  par t i ­
cles, despi t e thei r  obvious exis tence.  I nde e d ,  in exp l o r i ng  such 
p h e n o m e n a  as the na t ure  of  light,  gravity, e l e c t r oma gne t i s m,  
and q u a n t u m  mechan i c s ,  physical  science has ma t u r e d  over  the 
past  cen t ury  to the point  wher e  it has increasingly recogni zed  
that  at a cer t ain level real i ty is ut terly paradoxical .  As I quot ed  
J. Ro b e r t  O p p e n h e i m e r  in The Road Less Traveled:

To what  a p p e a r  to be the simplest  ques t ions ,  we will 
t end to give e i t her  no answer  or an answer  which will 
at f i rst  sight  be r emi n i s cen t  mor e  of  a s t range cate­
chi sm t han  of  the s t r a ight forward affi rmatives of  phys­
ical science.  I f  we ask, for instance,  whe t he r  the posi t ion 
of  the e l ec t ron  r emai ns  the same,  we must  say "no";  i f  
we ask w h e t h e r  the e l ec t ron ' s  pos i t i on changes  with 
t i me ,  we mus t  say "no";  i f  we ask w h e t h e r  the e l ec t ron 
is at rest,  we mus t  say "no";  i f  we ask wh e t h e r  it is in 
mot i on ,  we mus t  say "no." The  B u d d h a  has given such 
answers  when  i n t e r r oga t e d  as to the condi t i ons  of
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man ' s  self after his death;  but  they are not  the famil iar  
answers  for the t r adi t i on  of  seven t een t h  and e igh­
t e e n t h  cent ury  science.

But  t he re  are e n o u g h  hints  abou t  h u m a n  spiri tual  behav­
ior to cons t i t ut e  a science of  sorts,  and a weal th of  h a p p e n i n g s  
that  c a n n o t  be exp l a i ned  wi t hou t  r esor t i ng to "the God T h e ­
ory." In fact, many things  in science that  we t h ink of  as great  
t ruths  are mainly t heor i es  in the mi nds  of  mos t  scientists.  The 
"Big Bang theory"  of  the or igin of  the universe ,  for ins tance,  is 

j u s t  that: a theory.  So all things  po i n t  to God only to some p e o ­
ple.  An d  given the fact that  God c a n n o t  be meas u r ed ,  many 
simply do not  bel ieve in He r  exi s t ence.  Mater ial i st s and those 
who are highly secular  r equi r e  p r o o f  in the form of  visible evi­
dence .  Basically,  mater ial i s t s  live by a cent ral  b e l i e f  that  reali ty is 
only that  whi ch the f ive senses can detect .  In o t he r  words ,  thei r  
mot t o  is likely to be "What  you see is what  you get."

Secular i sm is a mor e  c o mp l e x  p h e n o m e n o n .  Pe r haps  it 
can most  simply be def ined by c o mp a r i n g  it wi th its opposi t e .  
This is what  the t he o l og i an  Michael  Novak did so clearly whe n  
he d i s t i ngui shed be t ween  what  he cal led the sacred consc i ous ­
ness and the secular  consciousness .  The individual  with a secu­
lar consc i ousness  essent ial ly thinks that  he is the cen t e r  of  the 
universe.  Such peop l e  t end  to be qui te intel l igent .  They know 
full well that  they are but  one of  six bi l l ion h u m a n  beings  
sc r a t chi ng out  an exi s t ence  on the surface of  a medi um-s i zed  
p l ane t  that  is a small  f r agment  of a tiny solar system wi thin a 
galaxy a m o n g  count l ess  galaxies,  and that  each of  those  o t he r  
h u m a n  beings  also thinks  that  he is the cen t e r  of  the universe.  
Consequent l y ,  inte l l i gent  t h o u g h  they may be,  peop l e  wi th a 
secular  consc i ousness  are p r o n e  to feel a bit  lost  wi thin this 
hugenes s  and,  despi t e  thei r  "central i ty," to often e x p e r i e n c e  a 
sense of  mean i ng l e s s nes s  and insigni f icance.

The pe r s on  wi th a sacred consciousness ,  on the other  
hand ,  does  not  t h ink of  h i mse l f  as the cen t e r  of  the universe.  
For  him the cen t e r  resides e l sewhere ,  specifically in God — in 
the Sacred.  Yet despi t e  this lack of  central i ty,  he is actual ly less
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likely to feel h i mse l f  insigni f icant  or meani ngl es s  t han  the sec­
ularist  is, because  he sees hi mse l f  exist ing in r e l a t i onshi p  with 
that  Sacred Other ,  and it is f rom this r e l a t i onshi p  that  he de ­
rives his me a n i n g  and signif icance.

Some t i mes  peop l e  fall in be t ween,  with one foot  p l an t ed  in 
sacred consc iousness  and the o t he r  in secular  consciousness .  
Moreover ,  t here  are di f ferent  types of  secular i sm and religiosity. 
So par t  of  the "science" of  God is not  only to cons i de r  that  
which is u n e x p l a i n a b l e  to mater ial i s t s ,  but  also to come  to 
t erms  wi th the fact that  peop l e  are di f ferent  in thei r  r e l a t i on­
ship to God.  To do so it's necessary to briefly explain the differ­
ence  be t ween  spiri tual i ty and rel igion.

SPIRITUALITY AND RELIGION

Wh e n  I was still l ectur ing,  I c o mmo n l y  f ound my audi ences  
confused over t hese terms.  For  that  reason,  I have gradual ly 
come  to rest r ict  my def ini t ion of  rel igion to that  which involves 
an or gani zed body of  beliefs with a specific creed and m e m b e r ­
ship bounda r i e s .  Spiri tual i ty is mu c h  broader ,  and for my defi­
ni t ion of  spiri tuality,  I refer to the words  that  Wi l l i am James  
used to def ine rel igion.  In his classic work The Varieties o f  Reli­
gious Experience, J a me s  descr i bed it as "the a t t e mp t  to be in ha r ­
mony  wi th an un s e e n  o r de r  of  things." For  me,  that  covers 
everyone ' s  spiri tual i ty or lack thereof.  As a sel f -designated 
Chr i s t i an,  however ,  I per sonal ly not  only bel ieve that  t here  is a 
"Hi gher  Power" b e h i nd  the visible o r de r  of  things,  but  also that  
It is not  n e u t r a l  — t ha t  It actively want s  us to be in h a r m o n y  with 
It.

Obviously,  many peopl e  are rel igious but  not  spir i tual ,  and 
vice versa.  One  of  the mos t  secular  per sons  I've ever me t  was a 
Cathol i c nun  wi th wh o m I wor ked  for a year. She had been in a 
conven t  for twenty-five years and had no desi re to be anyt hi ng 
but  a nun.  Despi t e  the fact that  she did everything nuns  do —  
ma k i ng  confess ion and service to the communi t y ,  for e x a m­
p l e  — she gave virtual ly no t h o u g h t  to God in her  daily life.
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Ther e  are also many who are spiri tual  but  not  rel igious.  
An d  t here  are those who are a c o mb i n a t i o n  of  both,  as I am.  I 
am specifically Chr i s t i an yet  qui te ecumeni ca l .  I grew up in a 
pr imar i ly secular  env i r onme n t ;  my spiri tual  d e v e l o p me n t  was 
enab l ed  by all the wor ld ' s  great  rel igions,  and it wasn' t  unti l  I 
was for ty- three tha t  I was bapt i zed,  n o n d e n o m i n a t i o n a l l y , as a 
Chr i s t ian.  Wi th mi n o r  except i ons ,  I bel ieve who l e he a r t e d l y  in 
Chr i s t i an doc t r i ne .  On the o t he r  hand ,  I also make  use of  the 
t eachings  of o t he r  great  rel igions.  What Return Can I  Make? Di­
mensions o f the Christian Experience (Gifts for the Journey) is the only 
specifically Chr i s t i an book  I've ever wri t ten;  all the rest  have 
been  mo r e  spiri tual  than rel igious.

I bel ieve that  the di f ferences be t ween  those who are ac­
tively rel igious or spiri tual  and those who are not  are general ly 
not  so m u c h  r a n d o m  as de ve l opment a l .  Peopl e ,  like myself, 
cha nge  in t he i r  lives r ega r d i ng  the na t u r e  of  t hei r  spiri tuality,  
and I've come  to see that  t here  is a p r o f o u n d  t ende nc y  for these 
changes  to fol low a s equence ,  or stages.

STAGES OF SPIRITUAL GROWTH

My theory  on the stages of  spiri tual  growth was first sugges ted 
in The Road Less Traveled, but  I wasn' t  as clear  a bou t  it back then  
as I am now. The pe r son  best  known for wr i t ing on this subject  
is Professor  J ames  Fowler  of  the Ca nd l e r  School  of  Theol ogy  of  
Emor y  Universi ty and the a u t h o r  of, a m o n g  o t he r  works,  Stages 
o f  Faith. On the basis of  Fowler ' s  work and my own expe r i e nc e  
as a psychiatr ist ,  I real ized t here  were mor e  or less dist inct  
stages of  spir i tual  de ve l opme n t .  Fowler  offers six such stages,  
which I c o n d e n s e d  into four  and wrote  abou t  in mu c h  great er  
de p t h  in A Different Drum and to a lesser ex t en t  in Further Along 
the Road Less Traveled. Wh a t  follows is a very br i ef  descr ipt ion:

• Stage I, whi ch  I label  Chaot i c ,  Ant isocial .  In this mos t  
pr imi t ive stage,  peop l e  may a p p e a r  rel igious or secular  but ,  ei­
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t her  way, t hei r  "bel ief  system" is p r o f ound l y  superficial .  They 
are essent ial ly unp r i nc i p l ed .  Stage I may be t h o u g h t  of  as a 
stage of  Lawlessness.

• Stage II, whi ch I label  Formal ,  Inst i tut ional .  This is the 
stage of  the Let t er  of  the Law, in whi ch rel igious " f unda me n t a l ­
ists" ( me a n i n g  mos t  rel igious peop l e )  are to be found.

• Stage III,  whi ch I label Skept ic,  Individual .  He r e  is wher e  
the major i ty of  secularists are found.  Peop l e  in this stage are 
usual ly scient i f i c-minded,  rat ional ,  moral ,  and h u m a n e .  The i r  
ou t l ook  is p r e d o mi n a n t l y  mater ial i st ic.  They t end  to be not  
only skept ical  of  the spir i tual  but  u n i n t e r e s t e d  in anyt h i ng  that  
c a n n o t  be proven.

• Stage IV, which I label Mystical ,  C o m m u n a l .  In this mos t  
ma t u r e  stage of  rel igious de v e l o p me n t ,  whi ch may be t h o u g h t  
of  as that  o f  the Spiri t  of  the Law, w o m e n  and men  are rat ional  
but  do not  make  a fetish of  ra t ional i sm.  They have b e gun  to 
d o u b t  t hei r  own doubt s .  They feel deeply c o n n e c t e d  to "an un ­
seen o r de r  of  things, " a l t h o u g h  they c a n n o t  fully def ine it. They 
are comfor t ab l e  wi th the mystery of  the sacred.

I mus t  caut i on tha t  these  stages should not  be viewed sim­
plistically. Superficial ly,  many peop l e  mi gh t  a p p e a r  to be in a 
mor e  advanced  stage t han  they truly are.  A cons i de r ab l e  n u m ­
ber  of  "New Agers" and scientists,  for ins t ance ,  are basical ly 
" fundamental i s t s , "  whi le some "evangel icals" are Stage IV mys­
t ics.  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  not  only are t here  grada t i ons  wi thin each 
stage,  but  also peop l e  who are in t rans i t i on f rom one stage to 
the next .  And  whi le some are deve l opi ng ,  others ,  for var ious 
reasons ,  are deeply stuck or fixated in a par t i cul a r  stage.  Never ­
theless,  the stages are essent ial ly de ve l opme n t a l ,  which means ,  
for one thing,  that  the secularists of  Stage III are actual ly mor e  
spiri tual ly deve l oped  t han  the major i ty of  rel igious people .  
Many in Stage II are highly crit ical of the "secular  humani s t s "  in 
Stage III but  woul d  be well advised to b e c o me  mor e  h u ma n i s t  
themselves.

The r e  are some who wor ry tha t  ca t egor i z ing peop l e  in

2 4 7



stages of  spiri tual  growth may have a f r a gme n t i ng  e f fec t  — that  
the des i gna t i on  of  di f ferent  kinds of  bel ievers may be des t r uc ­
tive to c o mmu n i t y  in genera l  and the "communi t y  of  the fai th­
ful" in par t icular .  Whi l e  I u n d e r s t a n d  the c on c e r n  abou t  
h i e r a r ch i es  and thei r  pot ent i a l  for el i t ism,  I do not  feel the 
worry is just i f ied.  The supposed  "communi t y"  of  the faithful has 
been  not ed  in history for exc l udi ng ,  pun i s h i ng ,  and f requent ly 
even m u r d e r i n g  the doubt e r ,  the skept ic,  and other s  who did 
not  fi t  the mold.  And  my own r epea t ed  per sona l  expe r i e nc e  
with the knowl edge  that  we are at di f ferent  stages of  spiri tual  
d e v e l o p m e n t  facil i tates r a t her  t han  h a mp e r s  the f o r ma t i on  and 
m a i n t e n a n c e  of  t rue c o mmuni t i e s .  Still, it is good  for us to bear  
in mi nd  that  the relat ively u n d e v e l o p e d  are qui te capable  of  
c o mmu n i t y  and advanced  growth,  and that  the mos t  deve l oped  
of  us still re t a in vest iges of the ear l ier  stages.  As Edward  Sanford 
Mar t i n  descr i bed it in his p oe m,  "My N a m e  Is Legion, "

Wi t h i n  my ear thly t empl e  t here ' s  a crowd;
Ther e ' s  one  of  us that ' s  h u mb l e ,  one  that ' s  p r oud ,
Ther e ' s  one that ' s  b r o k e n - h e a r t e d  for his sins,
The r e ' s  one  that  u n r e p e n t a n t  sits and grins;
The r e ' s  one tha t  loves his n e i g h b o r  as himself,
An d  one that  cares for n a u g h t  but  fame and pelf.
F r o m m u c h  c o r r od i ng  care I shoul d  be free 
I f  I could once  d e t e r mi n e  whi ch is me.

In this c o m m o n  j o u r n e y  of  spiri tual  growth,  it may help us 
all to r e m e m b e r  the basic m e a n i n g  of  t he  word "Israel." The 
Old Tes t ament ,  qui te early in the d r ama ,  tells us of  Jacob.  He 
was clearly a Stage I c h a p  — a liar, thief, and ma n i p u l a t o r  who 
has c hea t ed  his b r o t h e r  out  of  his i nher i t ance .  As this par t  of  
the story or myth opens ,  J a c ob  is in t roubl e  — as is typical of  
Stage I peopl e .  On the lam from his brother ,  wa n d e r i n g  
t h r o u g h  the deser t ,  one eveni ng he leaves his family to sleep 
alone.  In the mi dd l e  of  the night ,  however ,  he is accos ted by a 
st rongly bui l t  s t ranger.  They do bat t le wi th each o t he r  in the
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darkness .  The despe r a t e  s t ruggle lasts ho u r  after hour ,  as they 
wrest le together .  B u t  f inal ly,  j u s t  as the f i rst  g l i mme r  of  dawn 
comes  to the hor i zon,  J acob  feels hi mse l f  b e g i n n i n g  to get  the 
u p p e r  hand.  Exul t ing,  he throws all his r esources  into van­
qui shi ng this s t r anger  who has assaul ted him for no a p p a r e n t  
reason.

S o me t h i n g  e x t r aor d i na r y  t hen  ha p p e n s .  The s t r anger  
r eaches  out  and lightly t ouches  J acob ' s  t high,  and it is instantly,  
effort lessly-pul led out  of  j o i n t  and broken .  Cr i ppl ed ,  J a c ob  then  
cl ings to the s t ranger ,  not  to con t i nue  an obviously lost ba t t l e  —  
he is an ut terly defeat ed,  b r oke n  ma n  — but  because  he knows 
now that  he is in the p r e s e nc e  of  divinity. So in that  f i rst  faint  
l ight  of  dawn,  he pleads  with his adversary not  to leave before 
giving him a blessing.  The s t r anger  agrees,  and not  only blesses 
J a c ob  but  tells him,  " Hence f or t h  you will be cal led Israel ,  m e a n ­
ing he who has s t ruggled wi th God."  And  J a c ob  l imps off into 
the future.

The r e  are today t hree  me a n i n g s  to the word "Israel." One  
refers to a r a t he r  small  area of  the ear th' s  surface on the eas t ern 
coast  of  the Me d i t e r r a n e a n ,  cur rent ly  a nat ion-s ta t e  wi th a brief, 
al ready t o r t u r ed  history. A second refers to the Jewish peopl e ,  
d i sper sed the wor ld over,  wi th a long and t o r t u r ed  history. But  
the mos t  basic me a n i n g  refers to the peop l e  who have s t ruggled 
wi th God.  As such it i nc ludes  all the Stage I peopl e ,  who have 

j u s t  b e gun  the st ruggle,  who do not  yet know by wh o m they've 
been  assaul ted,  who are still in the mids t  of  total  darkness  be ­
fore seeing thei r  f i rst  dawn,  before  even receiving thei r  f i rst  
b r eak i ng  and thei r  f i r s t  blessing.  Israel  also i nc ludes  those p e o ­
ple once  b r o k e n  and once  blessed,  the Stage II f undament a l i s t  
H i n d u s  and Musl ims  and Jews and Chr i s t i ans  and Buddhi s t s  
t h r o u g h o u t  the world.  I nc l uded ,  too,  are those twice b r oken  
and twice blessed:  the atheists and the agnost ics and skept ics,  
wh e t h e r  in Russia or Eng l and  or Ar g e n t i n a  or in this count ry,  
who ques t i on  and t hereby c o n t i nue  the great  st ruggle.  And  f i ­
nally it i nc l udes  the thr ice b r o k e n  and thr i ce  blessed mystics 
f rom all the cul tures  of  the ear th,  who have even come to seek
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future breaki ngs  for the blessings they now know will follow. Is­
rael i nc ludes  the ent i rety of  our  s t ruggl ing infant  humani ty.  It is 
the whole  potent i a l  c o mmu n i t y  on the planet .  We are all Israel.

PSYCHOSPIRITUAL AND HISTORICAL BAGGAGE

We are often p r e ve n t e d  f rom seeing this aspect  o f  our  c o m m o n  
humani t y ,  in par t  because  of  the psychospi r i tual  baggage  we 
usual ly carry,  unawar e  of  how it shapes  our  wor ldview when  it 
comes  to rel igion and the spiri tual  issues that  have an i mpac t  
on our  lives and on our  pe r cep t i ons  of  God ' s  role in t hem.  This 
psychospi r i tual  baggage  is of ten uncons t r uc t i ve  and u n n e c e s ­
sary. Some is the resul t  of  rel igious excesses,  such as the I n q u i ­
sition. The or iginal  r e l a t i onshi p  be t ween  rel igion and science 
was one of  int egra t ion.  And  this i n t egra t i on  had a name  — p h i ­
losophy.  Early ph i l osopher s  like Plato and Aristot le and Thoma s  
Aqu i nas  were me n  of  scientific bent .  They t h o u g h t  in t erms  of  
evidence  and que s t i one d  premises ,  but  they also were totally 
convi nced that  God was the essent ial  reality.

In the s ixt eenth century,  however ,  the r e l a t i onshi p  be ­
tween science and rel igion began  to go sour;  and hit  bo t t om in 
1633 wh e n  Gal i leo was s u m m o n e d  before  the Inqui s i t ion.  The 
resul ts of  that  event  were dec idedly  unpl easant .  They were un ­
pl easant  for Gal i leo,  who was forced to r ecant  his bel i ef  in 
Co p e r n i c a n  t heory  — that  the pl anet s  revolve a r o u n d  the sun —  
and was pl aced u n d e r  house  arrest  for the r e m a i n d e r  of  his life. 
However ,  in shor t  o r de r  things  got  even mor e  u n p l e a s a n t  for 
the Ch ur c h ,  which to this day has i t se l f  been  recant ing.

In response  to this vast stress,  t here  e me r g e d  toward the 
end of  the seven t een t h  and the b e g i n n i n g  of  the e i gh t e e n t h  
cent ury  an unwr i t t en  social con t r ac t  that  divided up the ter r i ­
tory be t ween  g o v e r n me n t ,  science,  and rel igion.  No t  con ­
sciously deve l oped ,  it was an a lmos t  s p o n t a n e o u s  response  to 
the needs  of  the day, and it has done  mor e  than  anyt h i ng  else 
to d e t e r mi n e  the na t ur e  of  our  science and our  rel igion ever 
since.
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In the early 1700s, Isaac Ne wt o n  was p r e s i den t  of the Royal 
Society of  L o n d o n  for I mpr ov i ng  Nat ura l  Knowl edge .  Ac c o r d ­
ing to the unwr i t t en  cont rac t ,  t hen  al ready in place,  natural  
knowl edge  was d i s t i ngui shed f rom supe r na t u r a l  knowl edge .  
"Natural  knowl edge"  had b e c o me  the province  of  science,  "su­
pe r na t u r a l  knowl edge"  was now the province  of  rel igion,  and 
acco r d i ng  to the rules of  the cont ract ,  never  the twain should 
meet .  One  effect of  that  separa t i on  was the e mas cu l a t i on  of  p h i ­
losophy.  Since natural  knowl edge  b e c a me  the d o m a i n  of  scien­
tists and supe r na t u r a l  knowl edge  that  of  the t heol ogi ans ,  the 
poor  ph i l o s o p h e r s  were left only wi th what  fell t h r o u g h  the 
cracks,  which was not  much.

In some ways, this unwr i t t en  social cont r ac t  mi gh t  be 
l ooked up o n  as one of  the great  intel lectual  h a p p e n i n g s  of  h u ­
ma nk i nd .  All m a n n e r  of  good came  f rom it: the Inqui s i t i on 
faded away, rel igious folk s t opped  b u r n i n g  wi tches;  the coffers 
of  the C h u r c h  r e ma i n e d  full for several centur i es ;  slavery was 
abol i shed;  democ r a c y  was es tabl i shed wi t hout  anarchy;  and,  
pe r ha ps  because  it did rest r ict  i tself to natura l  p h e n o m e n a ,  sci­
ence  thr ived,  giving bi r th to a t echnol ogi ca l  r evolut ion beyond 
anybody' s  wi ldest  expec t a t i ons ,  even to the po i n t  of  paving the 
way for the d e v e l o p m e n t  of  a p l ane t a ry  cul ture.

The  p r o b l e m is that  this unwr i t t en  social con t r ac t  no 
l onger  works.  I nde e d ,  at this po i n t  in t ime,  it is b e c o mi n g  d o wn ­
r ight  diabol ic.  As I have al ready not ed ,  the word "diabol ic" 
comes  f rom the Greek diaballein, whi ch means  to t h r ow apar t  or 
to separa t e ,  to c o mp a r t me n t a l i z e .  It is the oppos i t e  of  "sym­
bol ic," which comes  f rom the word symballein, m e a n i n g  to 
t h r ow t ogether ,  to unify. This unwr i t t en  social con t r ac t  is t ear ­
ing us apart .

Thanks  to the secular i zat ion of  e duca t i on ,  we can ' t  even 
t each values in our  publ i c schools,  for exampl e .  A l t h o u g h  p u b ­
lic schools  t each science,  t here  seems to be a view that  rel igion 
s h ou l dn ' t  be t ouched .  No b o d y  has sued — e xcep t  a few f unda ­
mental i s t s  who objec t ed to evol ut ionary t h e o r y  — over  the 
t each i ng  of  science,  but  the subjects of  rel igion and spiri tual i ty 
are c ons i de r ed  so cont rovers ia l  that  no one  dares  des ign a r ea­
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sonable  and basic cur r i cu l um.  There ' s  absolutely no valid rea­
son not  to teach rel igion;  it can be d o n e  in m u c h  the object ive 
m a n n e r  in which science is t aught ,  with a focus on all rel igions 
and thei r  key concept s .  Since values are ul t imately rel at ed to ba­
sic rel igious ideas,  the a p p r o a c h  to t each i ng  values can be along 
the same lines,  wi th no part ial i ty to any par t i cul a r  ideas but  a 
genera l  overview wi th specific concept s  and theor ies .

In reality, we cur rent ly  t each our  ch i l dr en  mater i a l i sm by 
not  t eachi ng  spiri tual i ty and,  by impl i ca t ion,  we are s endi ng  a 
message that  values are simply not  i mpor t an t .  Those  who object  
to values be i ng t aught  fail to see that  we al ready have inter ­

j e c t e d  a basic nihi l ist ic value into school  cur r i cul ums .  Nihi l i sm 
suggests that  t here ' s  no uns e e n  o r de r  to things,  that  anyt hi ng 
goes and t here  is no par t i cul ar  me a n i n g  in life's exper i ences .  
To t each values is to suggest  that  things  do mat ter .  But  whose  
values and whi ch values should be taught?  Tha t  is the d i l emma ,  
and its r esolut ion is not  to teach any one  set; it is to p r e s en t  stu­
dent s  wi th a compl e t e  overview and t hen  dare  to let t h e m d e ­
cide for themselves.

Let  me poi n t  out  the effect o f  the unwr i t t en  cont r ac t  not  
j u s t  t h r o u g h o u t  A me r i c a n  cul ture  but  specifically u p o n  my own 
field of  psychiatry.  Psychiatry,  def ining itself as scientific,  has to­
tally negl ec t ed  the spiri tual .  I d o u b t  t hat  it is possible for a psy­
chiat r i st  to c ompl e t e  his or her  r es idency t r a ining wi t hout  
signi f icant  e xpos ur e  to stage theory:  Freud ' s  stages of  psycho­
sexual  de v e l o p me n t ,  Piaget ' s  stages of  cogni t ive de v e l o p me n t ,  
and Er ikson' s  stages of  ma t u r a t i o n  and thei r  p r ed i c t ab l e  crises. 
Yet, to my knowl edge ,  in thei r  t r a ining psychiatr ists receive ab­
solutely no e xpos ur e  to the stages of  spir i tual  d eve l opmen t .  
The  pr i mary r eason for this fact is that  t r a i n i ng p r o g r a ms  for 
psychiat r i st s have simply not  r ega r de d  it as thei r  responsibi l i ty 
to know or teach any t h i ng  abou t  spirituality.

We carry not  only this col lect ive historical  baggage  but  also 
the baggage  of  our  own per sona l  expe r i ences  of  how we were 
t r ea t ed  by the c h u r c h  when  we raised doubt s  or e x p e r i e n c e d  
per iods  of  a l i enat ion f rom h u m a n  fel lowship as well as al i en­
at ion from God.  The Inqui s i t i on  is gone  but  c u r r e n t  rel igious
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excesses still lead to the f ixat ion of  many in Stage III secular ism.  
Do g ma t i s m and bigot ry a m o n g  fundament a l i s t s  o f  all faiths 
leave no r oom for d o u b t  and uncer ta inty.  Many are deeply an­
gry for be i ng rejected by thei r  c h u r c h  because  they've had 
doubt s .  Of ten,  thei r  f i rst  r e sponse  to anyt h i ng  spiri tual  after 
years of  suffering f rom such reject ion is "Oh,  no,  not  that  stuff 
again." To move on r a t her  t han  r ema i n  stuck,  they may need  to 
l earn to forgive thei r  faith for its Stage II rigidity and i n tol er ­
ance.

Th e n  t here  is the purely psychological  baggage  that  causes 
many to b e c o me  stuck in thei r  spiri tual  growth.  Wh e n  I was still 
in pract i ce ,  I served as a c ons u l t an t  to a conven t  that  r equi r ed  
its pos t ul ant s  to receive a psychiat r ic evaluat ion before  en t e r i ng  
the novi t iate.  One  evaluat ion I did was of  a forty-five-year-old 
w o m a n  who had been  descr i bed by her  novice d i r ec t or  and re­
l igious i ns t ruc t or  as a "wonder ful  pos tulant . "  The only red flag 
was that  the o t he r  pos t u l ant s  we r en ' t  par t i cular ly f r iendly t o­
ward her. The r e  was n o t h i n g  specific they d i dn ' t  like; they j us t  
d i dn ' t  r e s p o n d  warmly to her.

Wh e n  I me t  her,  what  i mmedi a t e l y  s t ruck me was that  she 
car r i ed her se l f  mor e  like a giggly eight -year-old girl than a forty- 
f i ve-year -old woman .  As she t alked about  her  spiri tual  life, t here  
was n o t h i n g  s pon t a ne ous .  She came  across as a good little girl 
who knew all the r ight  things  to say and who t ook great  pr ide  in 
r ee l ing o f f  he r  catechi sm.

I was c ompe l l e d  to p r obe  beyond  her  rel igious life. Wh e n  I 
asked abou t  he r  ch i l dhood ,  she repl i ed tha t  it was "wonderful ly 
happy." Since our  y o u n g e r  years are so f requent ly painful ,  I im­
media t e ly  pr i cked up my ears,  asking for mor e  i n f o r ma t i on  
abou t  this wonder f u l  ch i l dhood.  She told me abou t  an i nc i dent  
involving herself,  t hen  eight ,  and her  sister, who was nine years 
old at the t ime.  One  day whi le they were in the ba t h t ub ,  her  sis­
ter playfully wa r n e d  her,  "Watch out! Oogle ' s  comi ng , "  a refer­
ence  to the girls'  mutual ly  ma d e - u p  play pal,  a f r iendly ghost .  
The eight -year-old inst inct ively dove u n d e r  the water.  Her  
mot her ,  she t hen  recal led,  beat  her.

"Beat  you?" I quer i ed.  "Why?"
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"Because I got  my hai r  wet ,  of  course. "
As her  r ecol l ect ions  of  o t her  i mp o r t a n t  events in her  life 

surfaced du r i n g  our  session together ,  it b e c a me  obvious  that  
the wo ma n ' s  desc r i p t i on  of  a "wonder ful ly happy" c h i l dhood  
was only one version of  the s t ory — a simplist ic and comf or t i ng  
one pe rhaps .  I l e a r ned  that  wh e n  she was twelve years old,  her  
m o t h e r  b e c a me  incapac i t a t ed  with mul t i pl e  sclerosis and died 
seven years later. By now it was clear  to me that  the wo ma n ' s  gig­
gly, chi ldi sh m a n n e r  was the resul t  of  her  having b e c o me  f i x ­
ated at a p r e a d o l e s c e n t  e mot i ona l  stage.

In many  ways, the personal i t i es  of  ch i l dr en  in t hei r  l atency 
stage paral lel  Stage II spiri tuality.  I nde e d ,  we call the years be ­
t ween f ive and twelve the latency pe r i od  precisely because  chi l ­
dr en  this age are " l a t en t "  — meani ng  not  muc h  t rouble.  Al t hough  
mischievous  at t imes,  they natural ly t end to bel ieve everything 
M o m m y  and Daddy say. Wi th ado l e s cence ,  however ,  all hell 
breaks  loose as they natural ly t end  to ques t ion everything.  But  
how can you rebel  against  a m o t h e r  who beats you merely for 
ge t t ing your  hai r  wet ,  who b e c o me s  cr i ppl ed  j u s t  wh e n  your  
ado l e scence  has begun ,  and then  dies a r o u n d  the t ime wh e n  
this no r ma l  pe r i od  of  ado l e scen t  r ebel l i on should ideal ly be 
a lmos t  compl e t e?  This forty-five-year-old wo ma n ' s  fai lure to 
e x p e r i e n c e  ado l e scen t  r ebel l i on was also ref lected in her  
spiri tuality.  The or igins of  the chi ldl ike qual i ty she had in gen ­
eral and of  her  de f e r ence  to anyt h i ng  involving C h u r c h  au­
thori ty were easy to pinpoi nt .

I have previously wr i t t en that  t here  are paral lels be t ween  
the stages of  spiri tual  d e v e l o p me n t  and the psychosexual  devel ­
op me n t a l  stages with which psychiatrists are general ly fami l i ar  —  
Stage I c o r r e s p o n d i n g  in some ways to the first five years of  life, 
Stage II to the latency per iod,  Stage III to adol escence  and early 
adu l t hood ,  and Stage IV to the last hal f  of  life in heal thy h u m a n  
deve l opment .  Like the psychosocial  deve l opment a l  stages,  the 
stages of  spiri tual  d e v e l o p me n t  are sequent ial .  They ca n n o t  be 
skipped over. And  j u s t  as t here  are f ixat ions  of  psychosexual  d e ­
ve l opment ,  so peopl e  may b e c o me  spiri tual ly f ixated in one of  
these stages,  somet i mes  for some of  the same reasons.
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I need also note  again that  the "diagnosis" of  a pe r son ' s  
spiri tual i ty should not  be made  on superficial  a p p e a r a n c e s  or 
simplist ic as sumpt i ons .  Just  because  a ma n  is a scientist ,  he may 
look as i f  he is in Stage III when  actual ly he has a pr imar i ly 
Stage II spirituality.  A n o t h e r  may m o u t h  mystical  sayings in 
Stage IV l anguage  but  actual ly be a Stage I con artist. And  a 
small  minor i t y  may not  fit  very well into any deve l opmen t a l  
stage.  Those  we call b o r de r l i ne  personal i t i es ,  for i ns tance,  t end 
to have one foot  in Stage I, the o t he r  foot  in Stage II, one  hand  
in Stage III, and the o t he r  ha n d  in Stage IV. It is no acc i dent  
that  they are labeled bor der l i ne ,  since they t end to be all over 
the place.

The greates t  p r o b l e m e n c o u n t e r e d  in all the stages is that ,  
except  for Stage IV peopl e  (who envis ion t hemselves  as pil­
gr ims on an o n g o i n g  j o u r n e y ) ,  many t h ink they have arrived.  A 
Stage II f undament a l i s t  is likely to t h ink he has got  it all figured 
out  with God c ap t u r ed  in his back pocket ,  whi le a d i ehar d  sec­
ularist  thinks she is so sophi s t i cat ed that  "I've got  no place else 
to go beyond  here. "

Some peopl e  need  to grow out  of  rel igion,  like the wo ma n  
n a me d  Kathy whose  story I told in The Road Less Traveled. She 
was a pr imi t ive,  Stage II Cathol i c  who displayed mor e  of  an at­
t a c h m e n t  to the form of  her  rel igion than  to its spirit. And 
t here  are some peopl e  who need  to grow mor e  into rel igion,  as 
was the case wi th the ext r emel y  secular  T h e o d o r e ,  whose  story 
I also told in the same book,  and who r e p r e s e n t e d  a n o t h e r  ex­
ampl e  of  the baggage  that  can cr ipple the spiri tual  growth 
process  wi t hou t  p s ycho t he r apy  for heal ing.

INTEGRATION AND INTEGRITY

Look i ng  back over  the course o f  h u m a n  history,  we can discern 
bot h  the s t r engths  and the l imi tat ions i n h e r e n t  in the Age of  
Fai th.  But  only recent ly are we b e g i n n i n g  to see the l imi tat ions 
of  the Age o f  Reason,  which is wher e  we now find ourselves as a 
society. Were  we still e m b e d d e d  in the Age of  Fai th,  I suspect  it
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would be bl ind faith that  I, as a m e m b e r  of  the "Enl i gh t en­
ment , "  would be at tacking.  Today,  however ,  whi le I am a great  
advocat e  of  r eason,  I am very mu c h  against  un i magi na t i ve  and 
n a r r o w- mi n d e d  reason.  W h e n  we th i nk  we should know the rea­
son for everyt hi ng and that  t here  is only one r e a s o n  — when  the 
c onc e p t  of  o v e r d e t e r mi n a t i o n  is foreign to our  m i n d s  — we are 
cursed by e i t h e r / o r  thinking.  Such l imi ted t h i nk i ng  has led us 
to bel ieve tha t  e duc a t i on  should be e i t her  secular  or rel igious,  
that  riots are caused ei t her  by a b r e a k d o wn  in family values or 
by oppress ive raci sm,  that  one mus t  be e i t her  a D e m o c r a t  or a 
Repub l i can ,  a conservat ive or a l iberal.

The t ru t h  is t here  is r oom for bo t h  faith and reason.  And 
only when  we are able to i nt egra t e  the a t t r ibutes  of  faith and 
r eason into our  lives can we come  closer  to what  const i tutes  
integri ty.  I don ' t  know who or iginal ly coi ned the t erm,  but  a 
few t h e o l o g i a n s  — i nc l ud i ng  me — are increasingly exal t i ng the 
"Holy Conj unc t i on . "  The Holy Co n j unc t i on  is the word "and." 
Ins t ead of  an e i t h e r / o r  style of  me n t a t i on ,  we are pus h i ng  for 
b o t h / a n d  thinking.  We are not  t rying to get  rid of  r eason but  
p r o mo t e  "reason plus." Reason  and mystery.  Reason  and e m o ­
tion.  Reason  and i ntui t ion.  Reason  and r evelat ion.  Reason  and 
wi sdom.  Reas on  and love.

So we are envi s ioning a wor ld wher e  a business  can make a 
profi t  and be ethical .  Wh e r e  a g o v e r n me n t  can p r o mo t e  pol i t i ­
cal o r de r  and social just i ce.  Wh e r e  medi c i ne  can be pract i ced 
with t echnol ogi ca l  prof iciency and compass i on.  Wh e r e  chi l dr en  
can be t augh t  science and rel igion.  Our  vision is one  of  i n t egra­
t ion.  By int egra t i on  we do not  me a n  squashing two or mor e  
things t oge t he r  into a colorless,  uni sex blob.  Wh e n  we talk of  in­
t egra t ing science and faith,  we are not  speaking of  r e t u r n i ng  to 
an age of  pr imi t ive faith,  where  science is d i scount ed ,  any mor e  
t han we are a rgui ng for the status quo where  a l imi ted science is 
idol ized while faith is r e l egated to an hour  on Sunday.  The Holy 
Conj unc t i on  is the conj unc t i on  of  integrity.

I have often w o n d e r e d  what  mi ght  lie beyond  the Age of  
Reason.  I don ' t  know.  But  I ho p e  it will be the Age of  Integra-
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don.  In that  age science and rel igion will work hand  in hand ,  
and bot h  will be mor e  sophi s t i ca t ed as a result .  Before we can 
arrive at the Age of  In t egra t i on ,  however ,  we ourselves mus t  be ­
come mor e  sophi s t i ca t ed in our  t h i nki ng.  Specifically,  we mus t  
come  to l earn how to think paradoxical ly  because  we will en­
c oun t e r  p a r a d o x  wh e n e v e r  r eason b e c ome s  i n t egr a t ed  by the 
Holy Conj unc t i on .

Several  years ago,  I had the oppor t un i t y  to offer a set of  ten 
r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  to the state commi s s i one r s  o f  educa t i on  who 
had g a t h e r e d  to wrest le wi th the c o mpl e x  issue of  the t eachi ng  
of  values in publ i c  schools.  One  of  my r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  was 
that  Zen Bu d d h i s m should be t augh t  in the f i f th grade.  I was 
not  speaking t o n g u e  in cheek.  Zen is the ideal  t r a i n i ng g r o u n d  
for pa r adox .  Wi t h o u t  my twenty years of  m e a n d e r i n g  a r o u n d  
wi th Zen Bu d d h i s m,  I do n ' t  t h ink t here  is any way I could have 
been  p r e p a r e d  to swal low the li terally God-awful  pa r adoxes  that  
lie at the core of  Chr i s t i an doc t r ine .  It is a r o u n d  the age of  ten 
that  ch i l dr en  are first  able to deal  wi th pa r adox ,  and it is a crit­
ical m o m e n t  for i mpr i n t i ng  whi ch should not  be lost. I doubt ,  
however ,  that  the commi s s i one r s  t ook this r e c o m m e n d a t i o n  se­
riously.

It is not  going to be easy for peop l e  to l earn how to t hink 
paradoxical ly  in this Age of  Reason.  I nde e d ,  "paradox"  is often 
t r ans l a t ed f rom its Gr eek  root  as "cont rary to reason. "  But  pa ra ­
dox is not  actual ly u n r e a s ona b l e .  It seems that  way because  we 
t end to t h ink in wor ds  — and par t icular ly in nouns .  N o u n s  are 
categor ies ,  and l anguage  c o mp ar t men t a l i ze s .  "Cat" is the ca t e­
gory for cer t ain furry land animal s  wi th whiskers .  "Fish" is the 
ca tegory for water  c r ea t ures  with scales. Consequent l y ,  a crea­
ture that  falls into the cat ca tegory ca n n o t  fall into the fish cat­
e go r y  — unless  it is a "catfish," but  t hen  we know that  a catfish 
really be l ongs  in the f i sh c o m p a r t m e n t .  "Life" and "death" are 
oppos i t e  c o mp a r t me n t s .  Even verbs are categor ical .  "To find" is 
the oppos i t e  of  "to lose." What ,  t hen,  are we to do with s o me ­
one who t eaches  us the pa r adox ,  "Whosoever  will save his life 
shall lose it; and whosoeve r  shall lose his life will find it"?
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GRACE AND SERENDIPITY

However  hard we may try, the reali ty is that  we h u m a n s  can 
never  will mi racles  into being.  This fact, this lack of  cont rol ,  is 
one of  the reasons  the secular  general ly t urn a bl ind eye to the 
mi r acu l ous  in life. They fail to see the grace  — and hence  the 
p r oo f  — of  God and God' s  love.

In my pr i mary ident i ty as a scientist ,  I want  and like proof.  
Being as mu c h  a logical sort  as a mystical  one ,  I expec t  statisti­
cal p r o o f  whe ne ve r  possible to convince  me of  things.  But  
t h r o u g h o u t  my twent ies and thir t ies and as I c o n t i n u e d  to ma ­
ture,  I've b e c o me  mo r e  and mor e  i mpressed by the f requency 
of  statistically highly i mp r o b a b l e  events.  In thei r  very i m p r o b a ­
bility, I gradual ly be ga n  to see the f ingerpr int s  of  God.  On the 
basis of  such events in my own life and in the lives of  pat i ent s  
(many r e c o u n t e d  in The Road Less Traveled and s ubs e que n t  
books ) ,  I know that  grace is real.  The r e  is a pa t t e rn  to these 
highly i mp r o b a b l e  events:  a lmost  all s eemed  to have a benef i ­
cial ou t c ome .  I had s t umbl ed  u p o n  a synonym for grace:  ser en­
dipity.

Webs t er ' s  di c t i onary def ines serendipi ty as "the gift of  f ind­
ing valuable or agreeabl e  things not  sought  for." This def ini t ion 
has several i n t r i gu i ng  features.  One  is that  serendipi ty is t e r med  
a gift, which impl ies that  some peop l e  possess it whi le others  
don ' t ,  t ha t  some peopl e  are lucky and other s  are not .  It is a ma ­

j o r  thesis o f  mi ne  that  grace,  mani f es t ed  in par t  by "valuable or 
agreeabl e  things not  sought  for," is avai lable to everyone.  But  
whi le some take advant age  of  it, others  do not.

One  of  the reasons  for the h u m a n  t ende nc y  to resist  grace 
is that  we are not  fully aware of  its presence .  We don ' t  find valu­
able things  not  sought  for because  we fail to appr ec i a t e  the 
value of  the gift when  it is given to us. In o t her  words ,  s e r e n d i p ­
i tous events occur  to all of  us, but  f requent ly we fail to r ecognize 
thei r  s e r endi p i t ous  na ture ;  we cons i der  such events u n r e m a r k ­
able,  and consequen t l y  we fail to take full advant age  of  t hem.

The indi ca t ions  of  grace a n d / o r  serendipi ty as I have de ­
scr ibed t hem seem to have the fol lowing character ist ics:

2 5 8



• They serve to nu r t u r e  — suppor t ,  protect ,  and e n h a n c e  —  
h u m a n  life and spiri tual  growth.

• The me c h a n i s m  of  thei r  act ion is e i t her  i ncompl e t e l y  
u n d e r s t a n d a b l e  (as in the case o f  dr eams)  or totally obscure  (as 
in the case of  p a r a n o r ma l  p h e n o m e n a )  accor d i ng  to the p r i n ­
ciples of  natural  law as i n t e rpre t ed  by cur r en t  scientific thinking.

• The i r  oc c u r r e n c e  is f r equent ,  r ou t i ne ,  c o m m o n p l a c e ,  
and essent ial ly universal  a mo n g  humani ty.

• A l t h o u g h  they are potent i al ly i nf l uenced by h u m a n  con ­
sciousness,  thei r  or igin is out s ide the conscious  will and beyond 
the process  of  conscious  deci s ion making.

In o t he r  words ,  I have c ome  to bel ieve that  thei r  c o m m o n ­
ality i ndicates  that  these p h e n o m e n a  are par t  o f  or mani fes t a­
t ions of  a single p h e n o m e n o n :  a powerful  force that  or iginates  
out s ide of  h u m a n  consc iousness  and nu r t u r e s  the spiri tual  
growth of  h u m a n  beings.  We who are proper l y  skept ical  and 
scient i f i c-minded may be i nc l ined to dismiss this force since we 
can' t  t ouch  it and have no d e c e n t  way to meas u r e  it. Yet it exists. 
It is real.

Our  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of  that  is l imi ted,  again,  by our  diffi­
culty in dea l i ng  wi th pa radox.  We want  to identify things ra t io­
nally. The p a r a d o x  of  grace is that ,  on the one hand ,  it is 
ea rned .  I've al ready m e n t i o n e d  a n u m b e r  of  reasons  why our  
b e c o mi n g  blessed by grace is a ma t t e r  of  choice.  On the other  
hand ,  try as we mi gh t  to obtain grace,  it may yet  e lude  us. In 
o t her  words ,  we do not  come  to grace;  grace comes  to us. The 
pa r a d o x  that  we bot h  choose  grace and are chosen  by grace is 
the essence of  the p h e n o m e n o n  of  serendipi ty,  which was d e ­
fined as "the gift of  f inding valuable or agreeabl e  things not  
sought  for." B u d d h a  f ound e n l i g h t e n m e n t  only when  he 
s t opped seeking i t  — when he let it come  to him.  But  who can 
doub t  that  e n l i g h t e n m e n t  came to him precisely because  he 
had devot ed at least  sixteen years of  his life to seeking it, s ixteen 
years in p r epa r a t i on?  He had bot h  to seek it and not  seek it.

I 've often been  asked i f  I have had any expe r i ences  of  
grace since I wrote  The Road Less Traveled twenty years ago.  In­
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deed,  they j u s t  go on and on.  And  whi le hardly the mos t  r ecent  
e xampl e ,  t here  is one that  is par t icular ly me mo r a b l e .  Ap p r o x i ­
mately e ight  years ago,  I was on my way to a speaking e n g a g e ­
me n t  in Mi nneapol i s .  Flying t ime was then  very prec i ous  to me,  
because  that  was when  I got  to do the major i ty of  my wri t ing.  So 
I always car r i ed a yel low legal pad with me.  Because I am shy, I 
usual ly do not  like to talk to the pe r son  next  to me,  par t icular ly 
i f  he is i ntoxicated.  So even when  I am not  wr i t ing,  I make  it 
look as i f  I am to pr o t ec t  my privacy.

On this par t i cul ar  mo r n i n g ,  when  I got  on the pl ane  in 
Har t ford ,  my sea t  mate,  who was qui te sober,  was a man  in his 
early forties. I gave him my usual  nonverbal  messages that  I didn' t  
want  to talk to him,  and was de l i gh t ed  to see him give me 
equal ly s t rong nonver ba l  messages  that  he d i dn ' t  want  to talk to 
me either.  So we sat t he re  in si lence together ,  I wi th my yel low 
pad and he r ead i ng  a novel ,  for an hour - l ong  fl ight  to Buffalo.  
Th e n  we silently got  off the a i rpl ane  t oge t he r  and silently 
shared the same wai t ing r o o m in Buffalo for an hour - l ong  lay­
over. Th e n  we silently got  back on the a i rpl ane  together .  It was 
not  unt i l  forty-five mi nut es  east  of  Buffalo and west  of  Mi n­
neapol i s  that  the first  words  passed be t ween  us when ,  out  of  a 
li terally as well as f igurat ively clear  blue sky, this ma n  l ooked up 
from the novel  he was r ead i ng  and said, "I hate to b o t h e r  you,  
but  you d on ' t  h a p p e n ,  by any chance ,  to know the me a n i n g  of  
the word "serendipi ty , " do you?"

I r e s p o n d e d  that  as far as I knew I was the only pe r son  who 
had wr i t t en a substant ial  por t i on  of  a book  on the subject ,  and 
that  it was pe r haps  serendipi ty  that  at the precise m o m e n t  he 
want ed  to know the me a n i n g  of  the word,  he h a p p e n e d  to be 
sit t ing in oute r  space next  to an author i t y  on the subject.  
(Thi nk of  the improbabi l i t y  of  t hat  occur r ence !  Also keep in 
mi nd  that  I have def ined grace in t erms of  occu r r e nce s  that  are 
not  only statistically highly i mp r o b a b l e  but  also have beneficial  
ou t comes . )

Wh e n  that  sort  of  thing h a p p e n s ,  s omet i mes  even I have to 
put  away my yel low pad,  and the two of  us began  to talk. He 
asked me what  the book that  had s o me t h i n g  to do with
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serendipi ty was about .  I told him that  it was a kind of  i n t egra­
t ion of  psychology and rel igion.  "Well,  I don ' t  know abou t  rel i­
gion anymor e , "  my sea t  mate said, and told me that  he was an 
Iowa boy, bor n  and bred — bor n  into the Me t hod i s t  C h u r c h  and 
sus tained by it for decades .  Pe r haps  because  I l ooked like the 
kind of  pe r son  he could talk to,  and cer tainly a pe r son  he would 
never  have to see again,  he went  on to tell me,  "I 'm not  sure 
that  I buy this virgin bi r th bit anymor e .  To be perfect ly hones t ,  
I even have some ques t ions  abou t  the r esur rec t ion .  So I ' m feel­
ing kind o f  bad abou t  it, because  it looks like I ' m going to have 
to leave the church. "

In r esponse ,  I began  to talk a bou t  the hea l t h i ness  of  skep­
t icism and doubt .  I told him that  in The Road Less Traveled I had 
wri t ten,  "The path to hol iness  lies t h r o u g h  ques t i on i ng  every­
thing. " And  I expl a i ned  how such ques t i on i ng  was necessary for 
s o me o n e  to move f rom a ha n d - me - d o wn  rel igion to a fully ma ­
ture,  per sona l  one.  W h e n  we pa r t ed  at the Mi nneapo l i s  ai rport ,  
my s ea t  mate said, "I don ' t  have the foggiest  idea what  all of  this 
means ,  but  maybe I don ' t  have to leave the chu r ch  after all."

REVELATION

I bel ieve that  the radical  heal ing inf luence  of  grace is m a n i ­
fested to us not  only t h r o u g h  such wildly i mp r o b a b l e  c i r cum­
stances but  also t h r o u g h  revelat ion.  Wh e n e v e r  some t h i ng  
h a p p e n s  that  is beyond  c o i nc i dence ,  the chances  are great  that  
the h a n d  of  God is at work.  But  does God actual ly ever direct ly 
speak to us or reveal  Hi ms e l f  to us? The  answer  is yes.

The most  c o m m o n  way is t h r o u g h  Her  "still, small  voice." 
You may recall  my story abou t  a f r iend of  mi ne  — a w o ma n  in 
her  t h i r t i e s  — who went  r u n n i n g  one  m o r n i n g  j u s t  as she was 
p r e p a r i n g  to leave h o me  to go to work.  She h a d n ' t  p l a n n e d  to 
run,  but  could not  shake that  still, small  voice urgi ng her  to do 
so. As a resul t  of  fol lowing the gu i dance  of  that  voice and the 
heal ing of  the expe r i ence ,  when  she r e c o u n t e d  it to me a few 
days later she exc l a i med wi th exhi l ara t i on ,  "To think that  the
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Crea t or  of  the whole  universe  would take t ime out  to go r u n ­
ning wi th m e !"

My clearest ,  r ecen t  e n c o u n t e r  with God' s  still, small  voice 
oc cur r ed  in early fall 1995,  after I had c o mp l e t e d  the first draft  
of  my novel  In Heaven as on Earth and it had been  accep t ed  for 
publ i ca t ion.  The m o m e n t  for rewri t ing was up o n  me,  and I had 
a pr ob l em.  In the first draft,  I had used mysel f  as the mai n  char ­
acter  and I was cer t ain this n e e d e d  to be c h a n g e d  in the second 
draft.  For  the rewri t ing I n e e d e d  to step out s ide mys e l f  and o t h ­
erwise i mpr ove  the d e v e l o p me n t  of  the character .  Yet I've never  
been  very good at s t eppi ng out s ide myself. Moreover ,  the na­
ture of  the plot  d e m a n d e d  that  the mai n  c ha r ac t e r  be a man  
very mu c h  like me — specifical ly,  s o me o n e  who was an intel l ec­
tual with psychiat r ic t r a ining and an a ma t e u r  t he o l og i an  to 
boot .  It was a p r o b l e m,  i ndeed ,  and I had not  the faintest  idea 
how to solve it.

It was at this point  one a f t e rnoon,  when  I was wor ki ng  on 
s o me t h i n g  else and my p r o b l e m was on the back burner ,  that  I 
hea r d  a still, small  voice say, "Read the Book  of  Daniel . "  I shook 
my head  slightly. I knew that  the Book of  Daniel  was in the Old 
Tes t ament .  And  like a lmos t  every schoolchi ld ,  I knew that  
Daniel  was a p r o p h e t  who for some reason had been  t hr own 
into the l ions'  den and had ma n a g e d  by God' s  grace to survive. 
Beyond that  I knew not h i ng .  I had never  read the Book of  
Daniel .  I had never  had any i n t en t i on  to, and I had absolutely 
no idea why this voice should be tel l ing me to read it. I shook 
my head and r e t u r n e d  to dicta t ing letters.

The next  a f t e rnoon,  whi le s earchi ng for some paper s  in 
my wife's office, the voice came back.  "Read the Book  of  
Daniel , "  it r epea t ed .  This t ime I did not  shake my head.  S o me ­
what  e x p e r i e n c e d  with the Holy Spirit ' s capaci ty for pers i s­
t ence ,  I r ecogni zed  that  God mi ght  be n u d g i n g  me toward 
s ome t h i ng ,  a l t hough  God only knew what  or why. Still, I was in 
no hurry.

At  no o n  the fol lowing day, whi le I was t aking my daily walk,  
the voice came back,  even mor e  insistent:  "Scotty, when are you 
going to read the Book of  Daniel?" it asked.  So, as soon as I re­
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t u r ne d ,  having n o t h i n g  mor e  clearly press ing to do,  I pul l ed 
out  one of  our  Bibles and read the Book of  Daniel .  I l ea rned  
many things.  But  the mos t  useful  t hing for me at that  m o m e n t  
was the real i zat ion that  t here  were dramat i c  paral lels be t ween  
Daniel  and myself. A l t h o u g h  far the mor e  cou r a ge ous ,  faithful,  
and noble ,  he,  too,  was clearly an intel lectual .  As an i n t e r p r e t e r  
o f  d r eams  he b e c a me  s ome t h i ng  of  a psychiatr ist ,  and later,  as a 
p r o p h e t ,  s o me t h i n g  of  a t heol ogi an .  So it was that  my own life 
had evolved,  and it quickly da wne d  on me that  I had the solu­
t ion to my pr ob l em:  h e n c e f o r t h  the cent ral  cha r ac t e r  of  my 
novel  woul d  be a Daniel ,  not  Scotty. And  both  the similari t ies 
and the di f ferences be t ween  us al lowed me to step out s ide my­
self in a myr i ad of  little ways to make  that  cha r ac t e r  bel ievable.

This e xa mpl e  o f  God' s  n u r t u r a n c e  o f  me is all the mo r e  r e ­
mar kab l e  given that  I am not  only a poor  scholar  in genera l  but  
a par t icular ly poor  s t udent  of  the Bible.  As far as the New Tes­
t a me n t  is c o n c e r n e d ,  I've never  been  able to get  t h r o u g h  Reve­
lat ion and I've had hard s l edding with the Let ters .  As for the 
Old Tes t ament ,  I've simply not  read m u c h  of  it. And  as with the 
Book  of  Daniel ,  I 've not  mu c h  cared to. Wh a t  is to be ma d e  of  
this sort  o f  p h e n o m e n o n ?  Many who have wri t ten abou t  cre­
ativity wi t hou t  m e n t i o n i n g  God have offered exampl es  of  how 
the solut ion to a difficult p r o b l e m can suddenl y  come  to s o me ­
one wh e n  she is not  actively t h i nki ng  abou t  it. But  in t hese ex­
amples ,  the solut ion is i mmedi a t e l y  r ecogn i zed  and we l comed.  
It is not  e x p e r i e n c e d  as comi ng  from out s ide oneself.  Yet here  I 
received not  a solut ion to my p r o b l e m but  the gift of  a path to 
the solut ion.  The gift ma d e  no sense to me;  I was unawar e  that  
it had any re la t ion to my p r ob l em.  It was a pa th  I woul d  not  or­
dinar i ly have fol lowed.  I did not  we l c ome  it. I nde e d ,  my first  re­
act ion was to reject  the gift because  it s eemed  so al ien to my 
ego.

As p r o b l e ms  go,  mi ne  was not  huge.  Am I sugges t ing that  
God woul d  go out  of  He r  way to help me wi th such a relat ively 
small  p r ob l e m?  Yes, that  is exact ly what  I am suggest ing.  Why 
God shoul d  care abou t  me so muc h ,  I do not  really know.  But  
mi l l ions have r e po r t e d  e xpe r i ences  such as I've descr ibed.  And
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for me,  t hese sorts of  e xpe r i ences  of  grace and revelat ion are 
evidence  not  only of  the exi s t ence of  God but  also of  the fact 
that  She nu r t u r e s  us on an o n g o i n g  basis.

To expe r i e nc e  Her  "still, small  voice" is a s t range p h e n o m ­
enon.  It is not  in the least  a great ,  b o o mi n g ,  mascul i ne  voice 
f rom heaven.  As the Bible puts  it, the voice is i ndeed  "still" and 
"smal l "  — so small and small  it is hardly a voice at all. It seems to 
or iginat e  inside of  us and for many may be i ndi s t i ngui shabl e  
f rom a t hought .  Only it is not  thei r  own thought .

No w o n d e r  many  feel so confused abou t  d i s ce r n i ng  revela­
t ions.  The closeness  be t ween  this "voice" and an ord i na ry  
t h o u g h t  calls for a word of  caut ion.  One  woul d  be il l-advised to 
go a r o u n d  ascr ibing all or mos t  o f  one ' s  t hough t s  to be the 
word of  God.  Tha t  can quickly lead to insanity.  But  t here  are 
some guide l ines  for d i s ce r nment .  First,  it's i mp o r t a n t  to take 
t ime (unless you are in an e me r g e n c y  s i tuat ion)  to "reality-test" 
wh e t h e r  what  you hea r  mi gh t  be the voice of  the Holy Spiri t  or 
merely your  own t hought .  An d  you will have tha t  t ime.  I nde e d ,  
i f  you d i s regard  the voice at first,  it will a lmos t  always r epea t  it­
self, as did the ur g i ng  to read Daniel .  Second,  this voice of  the 
Holy Spiri t  (or Comfor t er ,  a s  Jesus cal led it) is always cons t r uc ­
tive, never  dest ruct ive.  It may call u p o n  you to do s ome t h i ng  
di fferent ,  and that  may feel sl ightly risky, but  it won ' t  be a major  
risk. I f  you hea r  a voice tel l ing you to kill yourself,  to chea t  or 
steal,  or to blow all your  life savings on a yacht ,  get  yourse l f  to a 
psychiatrist .

On the o t he r  hand ,  the voice will usual ly s e e m  j u s t  a little 
bit  "crazy." This is what  di s t i ngui shes  it f rom your  own thought .  
The r e  is a faintly al ien qual i ty to it, as i f  it came f rom el sewhere  
(which it does) .  This is inevi table.  The Holy Spiri t  doesn ' t  need 
to speak to us to tell us s o me t h i n g  we al ready know or to push 
us in ways we don ' t  need  to be pushed .  It comes  to us wi th s o me ­
t hing new and u n e x p e c t e d  — to open  us up and therefore ,  by 
def ini t ion,  to gent ly break  t h r o u g h  our  exist ing b o u n d a r i e s  
and barr iers .  Consequent l y ,  one ' s  usual  r eact ion u p o n  f i r s t  
hea r i ng  the voice of  the Holy Spiri t  is to shake one ' s  head.

One  of  the o t he r  ways God speaks to us — a t t empt s  to nur-
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ture us  — is t h r o u g h  some of  our  dr eams ,  par t i cular ly those that  
Carl  J u n g  l abel ed "big dreams . "  Wh e n  I was in pract i ce,  some of  
my pat i ent s ,  aware of  the fact that  d r e a ms  could cont a i n  an­
swers to t he i r  p r ob l ems ,  avidly sought  these answers by de l i ber ­
ately, mechanical ly,  and with cons i de r ab l e  effort  r eco r d i ng  
each and every one of  thei r  d r e a ms  in compl e t e  detai l .  But  
t he re  wasn' t  e n o u g h  t ime in t herapy to analyze mos t  d r eams ;  
besides,  I f ound that  such v o l umi nous  d r e a m mater i a l  could 
pr even t  work in mor e  fruitful areas of  analysis.  Such pat i ent s  
had to be t augh t  to stop sea rch i ng  after t he i r  d r e a ms  and to let 
thei r  d r e a ms  come  to t hem,  to let thei r  unc ons c i ous  choose  
whi ch d r eams  should en t e r  consciousness .  This t each i ng  itself 
was qui te difficult,  d e m a n d i n g  that  the pa t i en t  give up a cer t ain 
a m o u n t  of  cont rol  and assume a mor e  passive r e l a t i onshi p  to 
his or her  own mind.  But  once  a pa t i ent  l ea r ned  to make  no 
conscious  effort  to clutch at d r eams ,  the r e m e m b e r e d  d r eam 
mater i a l  could not  only decrease  in quant i ty but  also d r a ma t i ­
cally increase  in quality. The resul t  t hen  could be an o p p o r t u ­
nity for the pat i ent ' s  d r e a m s  — t hese  gifts f rom the uncons c i ous  
now no l onger  sought  for  — to elegant ly facil i tate the hea l i ng 
process.

I also had pat i ent s  who en t e r e d  psycho t he r apy  with ab­
solutely no awareness  or u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of  the i mme n s e  value 
that  d r e a ms  could have to t hem.  Consequent l y ,  they woul d  dis­
card f rom consc i ousness  all d r e a m mater i a l  as wor thless  and 
u n i mp o r t a n t .  These  pat i ent s  had to be t a ugh t  to r e m e m b e r  
thei r  d r eams  and then  how to appr ec i a t e  and perceive the t rea­
sure wi thin t hem.  To util ize d r eams  effectively, we mus t  work to 
be aware of  t hei r  value and to take advant age  of  t hem whe n  
they come  to us. And  we mus t  work some t i mes  at not  seeking 
t h e m or expec t i ng  t hem.  We mus t  let t hem be t rue gifts. Tha t  is 
what  J u n g  me a n t  by a "big dream. "  It is one  that  almost  shrieks 
to us, " R e m e m b e r  me!"

Why are so many i m m u n e  to the e v i d e n c e  — that  still, small 
voice and our  d r eams ,  a m o n g  o t he r  t h i n g s  — of  grace and reve­
lat ion? I bel ieve t here  are two pr i mary reasons.  One  is that  p e o ­
ple are t h r e a t e n e d  by change .  Most  wi th ei ther  a fundament a l i s t
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or secular  mind-se t  are simply not  likely to be open  to the evi­
dence  that  could call thei r  mind-se t  into ques t ion.  The o t he r  is 
that  t here  is s o me t h i n g  par t icular ly f r i ght ening abou t  seriously 
a c knowl e dg i ng  God for the f i rs t  t ime.  Wi th the d e t h r o n e m e n t  
of  one ' s  ego involved in favor of  pu t t i ng  God in the lead of  our 
lives, t he re  is a dist inct  loss of  cont rol  (as t here  was in c o mi n g  to 
t erms  with my own r e c o u n t e d  "big d r eam"  of  God doi ng  the 
dr iving) .

For  many secularists,  the r ej ect ion of  any evidence  of  God 
is not  simply a neut ral  or passive sort  of  p h e n o m e n o n .  It is c o m ­
mon  these days to speak,  for exampl e ,  o f  addict s  and others  
who reject  massive evidence  of  thei r  p r o b l e m as be i ng "in d e ­
nial ." Such denial  is a fiercely active psychological  process.  In 
this respect ,  I bel ieve we can t h ink of  some secularists as be ing 
addi c t ed  to thei r  secular i sm.  Or fundament a l i s t s  to thei r  s im­
pl ism.  No a m o u n t  of  cha l l eng i ng  evidence  is going to cha nge  
thei r  minds .  It isn' t  simply tha t  they don ' t  have the same access 
to God as everyone else has;  it is that  they have chos en  to avoid 
and deny it.

THE EGO AND THE SOUL

In many ways,  the a c cep t ance  of  any evidence  o f  God involves a 
bat t le be t ween  the ego and the soul. Ear l i er  I def ined the soul 
as "a God-c rea t ed ,  Go d - n u r t u r e d ,  un i que ,  deve l opabl e ,  i m m o r ­
tal h u m a n  spirit." Each of  these modi f i ers  is crucial .  Of  pa r t i cu­
lar i mp o r t a n c e  is that  the soul is "God- nur t u r ed , "  by whi ch  I 
me a n  that  not  only did God create us at the m o m e n t  of  our  
c o n c e p t i o n  but  that  God,  t h r o u g h  grace,  con t i nues  to nu r t u r e  
us t h r o u g h o u t  our  lives. I bel ieve the re  woul d  be no pur pos e  in 
He r  do i ng  so unless  She wan t ed  s o me t h i n g  f rom us: the devel ­
o p m e n t  of  our  souls.  But  how are souls di f ferent  f rom egos?

I have previously descr i bed the ego as the gover n i ng  par t  
of  our  personal i ty.  Ego d e v e l o p m e n t  — the ma t u r a t i o n  of  this 
go v e r n o r  — is very m u c h  related to the d e v e l o p m e n t  of  our  c on ­
sciousness.  W h e n  peop l e  speak of  s o me o n e ' s  "ego," wha t  is usu-
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ally r e fer red to is s ome one ' s  self- image,  sel f -percept ion,  and 
will. This encompas s es  not  only some personal i ty character i s t ics  
(often our  mor e  negat ive and defensive ones)  but  also what  we 
t h ink a bou t  and value in life. Like the soul ,  our  ego can grow, 
change ,  and develop,  but  that  doesn ' t  me a n  it will.

One  of  the biggest  di f ferences be t ween the soul and the 
ego is that  the ego is closer  to the surface o f  who we are or b e ­
lieve ourselves to be,  wher eas  the soul goes deeper ,  to the core 
of  our being — so deep  that  we may not  be aware of  it. This was 
the case when  I made  the deci s ion to qui t  Exeter ,  the prep 
school  I had a t t e n d e d  for two and a hal f  years.  I r e c o u n t e d  
some of  the detai ls of  this story in a previous  chapter ,  as I often 
have el sewhere ,  because  it ma r k e d  the b e g i n n i n g  of  my e n ­
c o u n t e r  wi th my soul.

Everyone  has a sense of  thei r  own "I," a sense of  I-dentity. 
This "I" is some t i mes  refer red to as the ego,  s omet i mes  the self. 
My ego wa n t e d  to please my parent s ,  to t ough  it out  and fol low 
in my b r o t he r ' s  footsteps in g r a dua t i ng  f rom Exeter .  I had 
want ed  to go to Exeter.  I wan t ed  mysel f  to succeed there .  I mos t  
defini tely d i dn ' t  want  to be a quit ter.  But  i f  I d i dn ' t  want  to quit ,  
t hen  who was do i ng  it? Gradual ly  I f ound mysel f  unab l e  or u n ­
wil l ing to do what  I t h o u g h t  I want ed  to, even t h o u g h  it wasn' t  
clear  to me why at the t ime.  Obviously,  s o me t h i ng  was goi ng on 
inside of  me that  was di f ferent  f rom what  my WASP u p b r i n g i n g  
had t r a i ned  me to want .

Most  psychiatr ists would simply say that  my ego was con ­
fl icted.  Some would  say mor e  specifically that  my ego was in 
confl ict  with my true self, implying that  the self is s o me h o w 
larger  and d e e p e r  t han  the ego.  The  lat ter  e xp l ana t i on  I can 
live with,  but  it seems to me to beg the ques t ion.  Wha t  is this 
"t rue sel f? Why doesn ' t  it get  def ined? Could it be the soul ,  and 
i f  so, why isn' t  it ident i f ied as such? And  what  mi ght  be the def­
ini t ion of  the soul?

Secular  psychiatrists would  say that  the t rue sel f  — the whole  
self — is a c o n g l o me r a t e  of  psychic c o mp o n e n t s :  the id, ego,  and 
superego;  the conscious  and the unconsc i ous ;  the genet ical ly 
d e t e r m i n e d  t e m p e r a m e n t  and our  a c c u mu l a t e d  exper i ent i a l
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l earning.  No w o n d e r  I mi gh t  have been  in confl ict ,  having so 
many di f ferent  parts! These  parts are real,  and can i ndeed  be in 
confl ict .  Moreover ,  effective p s ycho t he r apy  can be a c c o m­
pl i shed using this " cong l omer a t e "  model .  The p r o b l e m was 
that  I d i dn ' t  feel like a walking c o n g l o me r a t e  at Exeter .  And 
strangely,  the older  I grew and the mor e  I r ecogn i zed  the real ­
ity of  these di f ferent  parts of  me,  the less I felt like a c o n g l o m ­
erate.  I felt s o me t h i ng  d e e p e r  yet was going on,  s o me t h i n g  very 
i mp o r t a n t  that  s o me h o w ma de  me larger  than myself. I had 
come to recognize  that  I had a soul.

It's i mp o r t a n t  to bear  in mi nd  that  souls and egos,  be ing 
di f ferent  p h e n o m e n a ,  natural ly oper a t e  on di f ferent  levels. Al ­
t h o u g h  I bel ieve the di s t inct ion be t ween  the soul and the ego is 
both  valid and i mpor t a n t ,  this doesn ' t  me a n  t here  is no inter ­
act ion be t ween  the two. I s t rongly bel ieve that  a c o n v e r s i o n  —  
change  and g r owt h  — in the soul will dramat ical ly change  cer tain 
ways in which the ego funct ions,  and will do so for the better.  
Similarly,  I also bel ieve that  ego l ea rn i ng  will e nc o u r a g e  soul 
de ve l opme n t .  But  exact ly how the soul and ego int erac t  re­
mains  myster ious.

Most  secularists a cknowl edge  the un i q u e n e s s  of  per sons  
but  see no need  to make  any "mystical" di s t inct ion be t ween  the 
soul and the ego.  "Since everyone has a un i q u e  genet i c  c o m­
p l e m e n t  as well as thei r  own un i q u e  set of  life exper i ences , "  
they are likely to say, "natural ly everybody' s  ego is di fferent ." To 
the contrary,  t here  seems to me to be a relative sameness  a mo n g  
egos,  whi le h u m a n  souls are un i que .  Yet whi le I can tell you a lot 
abou t  the ego,  I can tell you very little about  the soul.  A l t h o u g h  
egos can be descr i bed in genera l ,  a lmost  banal  t e rms ,  the 
un i q u e n e s s  of  each individual ' s  soul c a n n o t  be adequa t e l y  cap­
t ured  in words.  The soul is one ' s  t rue spiri t  and,  like God,  it is a 
spiri t  too s l ippery to capture .

The un i q u e n e s s  of  the soul shows itself mos t  wheneve r  
s o me o n e  seriously elects a path of  psychospi r i tual  growth for 
the r e m a i n d e r  of  his or her  l i fet ime.  It is as i f  psychopa t ho l ogy  
of  the ego is like mud ,  and the mor e  it gets c l eared away, the 
mor e  the soul u n d e r n e a t h  will shine forth in glory, in a dist inct
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pa t t e r n  of  glor ious  color  that  can be f ound n o wh e r e  else on 
ear th.  And  whi le I am cer tain that  God creates  a h u m a n  soul 
di fferent ly each and every t ime,  this doesn ' t  me a n  t here  are no 
unans we r a b l e  quest ions.  None t he l e s s ,  however  myster ious ,  the 
process  of  soul crea t i on  is individual i zed.  The  un i q u e n e s s  of  
individual  pe r sons  is u n d e n i a b l e  ( except  at peri l  to your  own 
soul) and c a n n o t  be expl a i ned  by mer e  psychology or biology.

The secular  t e n d e n c y  to deny the soul is also a denial  of  
the hear t .  The r e  is a self-fulfilling qual i ty in secular i sm;  the 
t h i nk i ng  goes: "Since God doesn ' t  exist,  I will d i s count  any evi­
dence  that  hints at God." It is hardly surpr i s ing,  t hen,  that  those 
individuals  who are cut  off f rom a sense of  thei r  own soul are 
also quick to dismiss the h u m a n  hear t .  W h e n  there ' s  a lack of  
i n t egra t i on  of  one ' s  feel ings and t h i nk i ng  — a dist rust  of  feel­
i ngs  — the resul t  is often the denial  of  one ' s  own heart .

The case of T h e o d o r e  in The Road Less Traveled was an ex­
ample .  In the course  of  his t r ea t ment ,  I asked him to l isten to 
Neil  D i a mo n d ' s  s ound t r a c k  for "Jona t han  Livingston Seagul l ." 
It is a p rofound l y  spiri tual  work of  music,  and I had h o p e d  it 
woul d  n u d g e  T h e o d o r e  a bit in the d i rec t ion of  spiri tual  
growth.  But  he c ou l dn ' t  s tand it. He cal led the music "disgust­
ingly sent imenta l , "  words  which,  I bel ieve,  r evealed his rejec­
t ion of  his own hear t  at the t ime.

I recognize  that  not  everyone  will have the same exper i ­
ence  or s t rong r eact ion to songs I f ind soul-st i rring.  But  at the 
very least,  i f  s o me o n e  is in t ouch  with his own hear t ,  he will 
make  some r oom for sent imental i ty,  will have a soft spot  for the 
things that  ma t t e r  mos t  to him.  For  those who are spiri tual ly 
or i ent ed ,  the body,  mi nd ,  and hea r t  are viewed as integral  par ts 
o f  t he i r  whole  being.  They are not  a s h a me d  to be "sof thearted";  
on the cont rary,  they worry most  du r i ng  those t imes when  cir­
cums t ances  seem to d e m a n d  that  they be co l dhear t ed .

I have wr i t t en that  this divorce be t ween  the head and 
hear t ,  be t ween  intel lect  and emot i on ,  is a c o m m o n  spiri tual  
cond i t i on  a m o n g  sophi s t i ca t ed twent i e t h-cent ury  me n  and 
wome n .  I have f ound many peopl e ,  for exa mpl e ,  to be Chr i s ­
t ians in thei r  hear t s  whi le they are s imul t aneous ly  intel lectual
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atheists;  some t i mes  it is the o t he r  way a r ound .  It is t ruly a pity. 
The f o r mer  p e o p l e  — many  of  wh o m are gene r ous ,  gent l e,  h o n ­
est, and dedi ca t ed  to thei r  fel low h u m a n  be i ngs  — are often 
fi l led with despai r ,  f inding little me a n i n g  in exi s t ence and at 
the same t ime denyi ng  the joyful  or soot h i ng  voices of  thei r  
hear t ,  l abel ing the hear t ' s  messages  s en t i ment a l ,  unreal i s t ic,  or 
chi ldish.  Lacki ng  faith in thei r  i n n e r mo s t  selves, they are hur t ­
ing unnecessar i ly.

The deepes t  hea l i ng  occurs  not  in the mi nd ,  but  in the 
hea r t  or soul. And  i f  the hea r t  is "ha r dened , "  no words  can p e n ­
et rate it. Conversely,  when  one has u n d e r g o n e  what  the pi thy 
Old Tes t ament  Jews cal led a c i r cumci s i on of  the hear t ,  the real ­
ity of  God' s  hea l i ng  p r esence  in our  l ives — and the rest  of  the 
wor l d  — b e c ome s  less difficult  to acknowl edge .

KENOSIS

Wh e n  I wrote in The Road Less Traveled t hat  the p u r pos e  of 
growth was for us to b e c o me  mor e  conscious  and,  in turn,  
evolve,  I sugges ted that  this evolut ionary path in h u m a n  life 
point s  di rect ly to God.  God wants  us to l earn and deve l op in 
this life and,  I bel ieve,  actual ly nur t u r e s  us in doi ng so. But  
when  I went  on to suggest  that  God ul t imately want s  us to evolve 
toward b e c o mi n g  God — l ike God — t ha t  s t a t ement  caused a 
great  deal  of  t heological  indiges t ion.  It s eemed  to be a p o t e n ­
tially Satanic not ion.  After  all, did not  Satan t h ink he could be 
like God or as good as God?

I could have p r even t ed  mu c h  of  this i ndiges t ion had I 
gone  on to wri te abou t  the great  pa r a d o x  involved.  The pa ra ­
dox is that  we ourselves ca n n o t  b e c o me  like God except  by 
b u m p i n g  ourselves off, except  t h r o u g h  the humi l i ty of  e mp t i ­
ness.  The r e  is an i mp o r t a n t  word in theology for this endeavor :  
kenosis ,  which is the process  of  the s e l f empt y i ng  itself of  self. It 
is the essence of  the message of  the great  spir i tual  masters ,  like 
B u d d h a  and Christ ,  t h r o u g h o u t  h u m a n  history. We need  to 
pare  away our  egos.  The pa r a d o x  that  "Whosoever  will lose his
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life for My sake shall find it" can be p a r a p h r a s e d  as "Whoever  is 
wil l ing to lose his ego will find his soul."

The i mage used in Chr i s t iani ty for the goal of  the kenot i c  
process  is that  of  the empt y vessel.  We need  to retain e n o u g h  of  
our  ego — the gover n i ng  par t  of  our  pe r s ona l i t y  — to be a func­
t i oni ng container .  Ot herwi se ,  we woul d  have no ident i ty at all. 
Beyond  that ,  however ,  the whole  po i n t  of  spiri tual  growth is to 
get  rid of  our  ego sufficiently to b e c o me  empt y e n o u g h  to be 
fi l led wi th God' s  Spirit ,  wi th our  t rue soul. Tha t  this is possible 
was expres sed  by St. Paul  when  he said, "I live now not  wi th my 
own life but  the life of  Chr i st  Jesus living in me."

So we have r e t u r n e d  once  again to this crucial  ma t t e r  of  
empt iness .  It will be r e m e m b e r e d  that  I spoke of  it as the key to 
the u n l e a r n i n g  and r e l ea r n i ng  that  we mus t  go t h r o u g h  all our  
lives i f  we are to grow and to b e c o me  as hea l ed  and fully h u m a n  
as possible.  It will also be r e m e m b e r e d  that  I spoke of  how 
mu c h  this u n l e a r n i n g  feels like dying.  In years past,  monks  and 
nuns  rout inely engaged  in a pract i ce cal led mor t i f i cat ion.  The 
word is der ived f rom the Lat in mortis, "death," and means  "the 
di scipl ine of  daily dying." Whi l e  they may have ove r done  it with 
self-flagellat ion and the wear i ng of  hai r  shirts,  none t he l e s s  they 
were on t o  s omet h i ng .  T h r o u g h  mor t i f i cat ion,  they were at­
t e mp t i n g  to pract i ce  kenosis.

I have also refer red to the fact that  not  only individuals  
but  also gr oups  need  to go t h r o u g h  this kenot i c  process  of  self­
e mpt y i ng  in o r de r  to b e c o me  and stay heal thy.  I no t ed  that  the 
crucial  stage of  the commu n i t y - b u i l d i n g  process  we have la­
bel ed "empt iness . "  Now it is t ime to descr ibe  all the stages of  
growth that  rout inely occur  when  groups  del iberately a t t e mp t  
to form t hemselves  into communi t i e s .

Pseudocommunity

In o r de r  to avoid the pain of  u n l e a r n i n g  and change ,  wh e n  
groups  assemble  to form communi t y ,  they f i rst  a t t e mp t  to p r e ­
t end that  they al ready are a communi t y .  The basic p r e t ense  is 
that  all the m e mb e r s  are the same,  a p r e t ens e  that  is sustained
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by the pract i ce  of  an unwr i t t en  set of  rules that  everyone knows:  
good ma nne r s .  In this stage,  the m e m b e r s  are exquisi tely pol i te 
to each o t he r  in o r de r  to avoid any d i s a g r e e me n t  in thei r  desi re 
to deny thei r  individual  di f ferences.  But  the reali ty is that  p e o ­
ple,  with thei r  un i que  souls as well as egos,  are all different ,  
which is why we call this p r e t ense  of  sameness  p s e u d o c o m m u ­
nity.

Chaos

On c e  individual  di f ferences are al lowed (or, as in the c o m m u ­
ni ty-bui lding process ,  e n c o u r a g e d )  to surface,  the g r oup  goes 
abou t  the bus iness  of  t rying to obl i t erate  those di fferences.  The 
pr i mary m e t h o d  used is "heal ing," "fixing," or "conver t ing. " But  
peop l e  do not  like to be easily hea l ed  or f ixed,  so in a shor t  t ime 
the victims turn a r o u n d  and start t rying to heal  the sel f -appointed 
heal er s  and to conver t  the se l f -appoint ed conver ters .  It is glor i ­
ous chaos.  It is also noisy, a r gument a t i ve ,  and u n p r oduc t i ve .  No 
one is l i s tening to anyone  else.

Emptiness

The r e  are only t hree  ways out  of  chaos.  One  is to rever t  to an 
even mor e  p r o f o u n d  p s e u d o c o mmu n i t y .  A n o t h e r  is to organize  
away chaos by creat ing commi t t e e s  and s ubcommi t t ee s ;  but  
such o r gani za t i on  is never  in and of  i tself "communi ty. "  The 
thi rd way, we tell groups ,  is "into and t h r o u g h  empt i ness . "  I f  a 
sufficient  n u m b e r  of  the m e m b e r s  of  the g r oup  hear  us, what  
t hen  begins  to h a p p e n  is a very painful ,  gradual  process  of  the 
m e m b e r s  e mpt y i ng  themselves  of  the barr iers  to c o m m u n i c a ­
t ion.  The most  c o m m o n  bar r i ers  i nc l ude  expec t a t i ons ,  p r e c o n ­
cept ions ,  prejudices ,  rigidi ty of  i deology or theology,  and the 
needs  to heal ,  conver t ,  fix,  or solve. As the g r oup  ent er s  this 
stage of  e m p t i n e s s  — the most  critical stage of  its l e a r n i n g  — it 
looks very mu c h  like an o r gan i s m that  has total ly lost  its way. 
I nde e d ,  the feel ing is like dying.  This is the t ime of  kenosis.  But  
i f  the g r oup  can hang  in t here  t o g e t h e r  — as,  amazingly,  occurs
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almost  all the t ime with p r o p e r  l e a d e r s h i p  — this  work of  k e n o ­
sis or dying will succeed,  and f rom it r enewal  will emerge .

Community

W h e n  a gr oup ' s  dea t h  has been  c o mp l e t e d  and it is open  and 
empty,  it ent er s  communi t y .  In this final stage a soft quietness  
descends .  It is a kind of  peace,  often p r e c e d e d  and fol lowed by 
an a b u n d a n c e  of  individual  express ions  of  per sona l  exper i ­
ences  and e mot i ons ,  tears of  sadness  and tears of  joy.  This is 
when  an e x t r aor d i na r y  a m o u n t  of  hea l i ng  and conver t i ng  be ­
gins to oc c u r  — now t hat  no one is del iberately t rying to conver t  
or heal .  F r om this point ,  t rue c o mmu n i t y  is born.

Not  every g r oup  that  b e c ome s  a c o mmu n i t y  follows this 
pa r a d i g m exactly.  Co mmu n i t i e s  that  t empora r i l y  form in re­
sponse  to crisis, for e xampl e ,  may skip over  one or mor e  stages 
for the t ime being.  And  a l t hough  I have spoken glowingly of  
the vi r tues of  c o mmu n i t y  whe n  barr iers  to c o m m u n i c a t i o n  are 
f inal ly t r a n s c e n d e d ,  this does not  by any means  suggest  that  it is 
now all easy. Onc e  c o mmu n i t y  is achieved,  d e p e n d i n g  on a 
gr oup ' s  goals and tasks,  ma i n t a i n i ng  it will be c ome  an ongo i ng  
chal l enge.  But  the expe r i e nc e  of  having grown f rom empt i nes s  
leaves a last ing impr int .  And  the mos t  c o m m o n  e mot i ona l  re­
sponse  to the spiri t  of  t rue c o mmu n i t y  is j oy and love.

PRAYER AND FAITH

Everyone  prays.  The mos t  d i e ha r d  secularists pray in mo me n t s  
o f  agony or ecstasy, even i f  they are not  aware of  it. Inst inct ively,  
they will cry out  du r i ng  orgasm:  "Oh,  God!" or "Oh,  Christ!" 
Similarly,  wh e n  they are lying in bed racked wi th the flu, every 
bone  aching,  they are likely to moan ,  "Oh,  God." Or thei r  
t hough t s  t urn  to God in m o m e n t s  of  terror ,  a p h e n o m e n o n  
that  has led to the famous  saying "There  are no atheists in the 
foxholes. " One  of  the di f ferences be t ween  secularists and those 
of  rel igious or spiri tual  pe r suas i on  is that  we ( the lat ter)  occa-
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sionally t h ink abou t  God du r i ng  the 99.5 p e r c e n t  of  the t ime 
when  we' re  not  in agony or ecstasy.

But  what  is prayer? Time and again I mus t  po i n t  out  to p e o ­
ple that  t here  are many things in life, such as consciousness ,  
communi t y ,  love, and soul  — all o f  whi ch have s ome t h i ng  to do 
wi th G o d  — t ha t  are too large to submi t  to any single,  ade qua t e  
def ini t ion.  Peopl e  have been  praying for mi l l ennia ,  and one 
would th ink that  t heo l og i ans  would have arr ived at a fully a d e ­
quate  def ini t ion of  prayer,  but  they have not.

Most  peop l e  t h ink of  prayer  as simply "speaking to God." 
This def ini t ion is not  all that  bad as l ong as we real ize that  t here  
are i n n u m e r a b l e  ways of  speaking to God.  He n c e ,  such prayer  
can be divided into many types: g r oup  prayer  and individual  
prayer;  formal  and informal  prayer;  prayers  of  praise and a d o ­
rat ion and grat i tude;  prayers  o f  r e p e n t a n c e  and forgiveness;  p e ­
t i t ionary prayers  for others  or for oneself,  and so on.  I would 
also classify med i t a t i on  as prayer,  and again t here  are many 
kinds of  medi t a t i on .  Whi l e  not  all kinds would  be def ined as 
sel f -emptying,  I bel ieve the best  forms of  me d i t a t i on  are those 
when  we del iberately quiet  and empt y ourselves in o r de r  to be 
able to l isten to God or for God.  This doesn ' t  me a n  that  God 
will answer.  Spi r i tual  expe r i ences  are actual ly unl ikely to h a p ­
pen to one when  praying,  but  many of  us have a sense tha t  an 
active prayer  life i ncreases  the chances  of  havi ng  — and ident i fy­
ing — spi r i tual  e xpe r i ences  at o t he r  t imes.

Th e n  the re  is the mat t e r  of  t h i nk i ng  and its r e l a t i onshi p  to 
prayer.  Th i nk i ng  well can and does me r ge  into prayer.  Al ­
t h o u g h  not  whol ly a d e q u a t e ,  my favori te def ini t ion of  p r a y e r  —  
one that  d oes n ' t  even m e n t i o n  Go d  — is that  o f  Ma t t h e w Fox.  As 
I m e n t i o n e d  mu c h  earlier,  Fox def ines prayer  as "a radical  re­
sponse to the myster ies  of  life." Most  of  my t ime at prayer,  I am 
not  so mu c h  t a lking to God or l i s tening to God as I am j u s t  
t h i nki ng,  but  do i ng  so wi th God in mind.  Before I can r es pond  
radical ly to the myster ies  of  life, I first  have to t h ink abou t  t hem 
deeply,  as well as t h ink abou t  the myster ies  of  my own life and 
the whole  r ange  of  pot ent i a l  opt ions  of  r e sponse  to t hem.  
"God,  I w o n d e r  how this looks to You .. . t h r o u g h  Your eyes?" I

2 7 4



am p o n d e r i n g .  This type of  prayer  is often refer red to as con ­
t emplat ive prayer.  And  usual ly it is wordless .  One  of  the reasons  
I like Fox' s def ini t ion so mu c h  is its impl i ca t i on  that  prayer  ul ­
t imately needs  to be t r ans l a t ed into act ion,  but  I mysel f  find I 
c a n n o t  act  well except  out  o f  co n t e mp l a t i o n .

The r e  is great  vi r tue in rou t i ne  prayer.  A l t h o u g h  I am a 
Chr i s t i an,  I bel ieve all the o t her  great  rel igions have some ker ­
nel of  t ruth that  Chr i st iani ty may lack, and hence  some ways of  
do i ng  it bet ter.  The  little bit of  Islamic theology I have read 
seems to cont a i n  the word " r e me mb e r "  with unusua l  f requency.  
I t h ink it is no acc i dent  that  the Musl ims  bui ld towers in thei r  
towns and cry out  to the faithful five t imes a day to r e mi n d  t hem 
to pray — and,  by praying,  to r e m e m b e r  God.  The ordi nary  Mus ­
lim bel iever  does as a ma t t e r  of  daily rou t i ne  what  only highly 
con t empl a t i ve  Chr i s t i an mo n k s  and nuns  do.

A l t h o u g h  t here  is great  vir tue in bo t h  publ i c and formal  
prayer,  my genera l  p r e f e r ence  is for private,  per sona l  prayer.  
Right ly or wrongly,  I suspect  tha t  the mo r e  pe r sona l  our  prayers  
are,  the mor e  God likes t hem.  But  prayer  is a two-way street.  For 
our  prayers  to be per sonal  ( except  in m o m e n t s  of  agony or ec­
stasy), we need  to have at least  some s mi dgen  of  bel i ef  that  
t here  is a Pe r son  at the o t he r  end who is going to hear  and pos ­
sibly respond.  This br ings us to the mat t e r  of  faith and its rela­
t i onship to prayer.  Why a "Person" at the o t he r  end? Wh e n  I was 
in col lege,  my favori te quo t a t i on  was a r e ma r k  of  Voltaire' s:  
"God crea t ed man  in His own i mage,  and then  man  went  and 
r e t u r n e d  the c o mpl i me n t . "  Vol tai re was refer r ing to our  t en­
dency to a n t h r o p o m o r p h i z e  God as a man  or a w o ma n  with 
bodi ly features.  It s eemed  to me that  God mus t  be infinitely 
mo r e  di f ferent  than we can possibly i magi ne  Hi m or He r  to be. 
And  so She or He is. None t he l e s s ,  in the days since col lege,  I 
have also come to real ize that  the very deepes t  means  we have 
to even begi n  to c o m p r e h e n d  the na t u r e  of  God is to project  
onto  Hi m or He r  the very best  o f  our  own h u m a n  na ture .  In 
o t he r  words ,  God is, a m o n g  o t he r  things and above all things,  
humane.

Ther e  are o t he r  things I have l ea r ned  since col lege.  Back
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t hen  I used to think that  faith p r e c e d e d  prayer,  and that  only 
those wi th a great  deal  of  faith would pray a great  deal .  Some 
years ago,  however ,  I ran across an anc i en t  Chr i s t i an mot t o  — so 
anc i en t  that  it was in Latin:  "Lex orandi ,  lex c r edendi , "  which 
t r ans l a t ed means  "The rule of  prayer  p r ecedes  the rule of  
faith." In o t her  words ,  I had things reversed.  The d e e p e r  t ruth 
is that  i f  one prays a lot, t hen,  and only t hen,  will one be likely 
to grow in faith.

Why grow in faith? Onc e  again,  in my youth,  I had it back­
ward.  I used to t h ink that  i f  I u n d e r s t o o d  the wor ld bet ter ,  I 
mi gh t  have mor e  faith in God.  But  t hen  I ran across a saying of  
one of  the saints: "Do not  seek u n d e r s t a n d i n g  that  you mi ght  
have faith; seek faith that  you mi gh t  unde r s t and . "

It was wi th my gradual ly i ncreas ing knowl edge  of  such 
pieces of  "science" that  I was able to be of  some help to a wo n ­
derful ,  initially secular  wo ma n ,  Anni e ,  who came to see me be ­
cause of  her  excessive worrying.  We ident i f ied that  at least  one 
major  root  of  her  p r o b l e m was her  lack of  faith in God,  and 
ever so slowly I was able to t each her  to pray. After  some years of  
i n f r equen t  a p p o i n t me n t s ,  she came to see me one day and an­
n o u n c e d ,  "Dr. Peck,  I am so poor  at this business.  I still don ' t  
know how to pray. Muc h  of  the t ime my only p r aye r  — it comes  
from somepl ace  in the Bible,  I t h i nk  — is "I bel ieve,  Lord;  help 
my u n b e l i e f  i t's so pathet i c . "

"Annie," I r e s p o n d e d ,  "that  h a p p e n s  to be one of  the mos t  
sophi s t i cat ed prayers  ever spoken. "

Whi l e  this wo ma n ' s  growth in faith (as is typical of the t r an­
si t ion f rom Stage III to Stage IV) was very gradual ,  occasional ly 
the evolut ion of  faith may be very rapid,  as i f  one ' s  eyes had sud­
denly b een  opened .  I nde e d ,  the e xpe r i ence  can be f r ightening.  
My l ecture  aud i ences  used to be made  up pr imar i ly of  peop l e  
who were maki ng  the t rans i t i on f rom Stage III to Stage IV or 
were al ready deeply in Stage IV. I would often ask t hem,  "For 
how many of  you here  has the j o u r n e y  ever been  movi ng  so 
rapidly that  you w o n d e r e d  wh e t h e r  or not  you were going 
crazy?" Most  raised thei r  hands  in u n d e r s t a n d i n g .  I woul d  go on 
to note:  "That ' s  one r eason for good spiri tual  di rectors ;  they
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can tell you wh e t h e r  you ' r e  going crazy or not." Occasional ly,  
s u d d e n  "explosions" of  faith may i ndeed  be the resul t  of  a m e n ­
tal illness. As often as not ,  however ,  what  peopl e  need at such 
t imes is sophi s t i cated r eas sur ance  (which a great  many secular  
psychiatr ists or psychot herapi s t s  are not  able to provide) .

I have been  speaking of  the ga ining of  faith. Wh a t  abou t  its 
o p p o s i t e  — the loss of  faith? It is a very real p h e n o m e n o n ,  oc­
cur r i ng  rout inely in those who are in the process  of  growing out  
of  Stage II into Stage III. It, too,  can be scary, which is the rea­
son for a small ,  recent ly f o unde d  organi za t i on ,  F u n d a m e n t a l ­
ists An o n y m o u s ,  a self-help g r oup  for peop l e  dea l i ng wi th the 
i mme n s e  anxiet i es  that  may be associated wi th r e l i nqui sh i ng  a 
very clear-cut ,  rigid,  doc t r i na i r e  sort  of  faith. Loss of  faith may 
also be par t icular ly painful  for those who have a formal  or p r o ­
fessional  rel igious identity.  Many a c l e rgyman has e n t e r ed  the 
minis t ry whi le in Stage II, only to evolve into Stage III and find 
hi mse l f  in the pos i t ion of  get t ing up in the pulpi t  every Sunday 
and t a lking abou t  a God in W h o m  he is no l onger  sure he even 
believes.  He ,  too,  needs  sophi s t i ca t ed reassurance  that  can only 
be given by s o me o n e  who u nde r s t a nds  the stages of  what  Fowler  
calls "faith deve l opment . "

We also need to glance briefly at a p h e n o m e n o n  that  could 
be cal led the test ing of  faith,  which may h a p p e n  to any rel igious 
pe r son  at a t ime of  crisis. Usual ly the crisis is survived and the 
faith survives with it. But  t here  is a n o t h e r  type of  t es t ing that  is 
actually mor e  p red i c t ab l e  and mos t  likely to h a p p e n  to highly 
deve l oped  spiri tual  peopl e  who have long been  in Stage IV. For  
this p h e n o m e n o n ,  St. J o h n  of  the Cross in the s ixt eenth cen­
tury coi ned the phrase  "the dark night  of  the soul."

The dark  n ight  of  the soul is a point  whe r e  God seems to 
be totally absent ,  and often for a p r o l o n g e d  pe r i od  of  t ime.  To 
the pe r son  in it, the still, small  voice she has come  to di s t ingui sh 
as God' s  seems to have faded or s t opped  al together .  Dr eams  
that  once  provi ded  revelat ions seem to have dr i ed up.  It is not  
a ma t t e r  of  crisis or even affliction; it i s  j u s t  a deep  sense that  
God,  who was once p r esent  and active in her  life, has gone  on 
vacat ion and seems totally inaccessible,  pe r haps  forever.

2 7 7



Might  God de l iberate ly make  H e r se l f  inaccessible? It is 
conceivable ,  when  we th ink  of  how a p p r o p r ia te  it is that  a ma ­
ture faith needs  to be tested. In What Return Can I  Make? (Gifts 

for the Journey), I used the ana logy of  a young child,  p e rhaps  two 
years old,  who will have no t rouble  bel ieving in M om my 's  pres ­
ence and care when  she is r ight  there  in the r oom  with him. But 
when  he can' t  see her, he will panic and begin  to th ink  that  she 
no long er  exists. As his faith in her  is so tested over several 
years,  however,  he will slowly come to learn  that  she has o the r  
conc e rns  to tend  to. Gradually he will realize tha t  M om m y is 
p r o b a b l y  j u s t  down the hall m ak in g  his bed,  tha t  she has not  
truly vanished  or a b a n d o n e d  him,  that  she is still actively loving 
and car ing for him — only in a dif fe rent  m a n n e r  than  tha t  which  
he had originally co u n te d  on.

Certainly,  by the t ime they have r eached  the dark n igh t  o f  
the soul, most  o f  the faithful r em ain  faithful. They c on t i nue  to 
pray and praise the seemingly  absent  God,  as Job  did by and 
large.  The i r  mot to  migh t  be that  o f  Jesus on the cross,  w hen  he 
cried out,  "My God, my God, why have You forsaken me?" But it 
was still God W h o m  Jesus was cal l ing to, pray ing to. It may also 
help th e m  to know tha t  m ore  tha n  a few des ig na t ed  saints who 
were not  m a r t y r s  — who died in bed — s pent  their  last days, 
m o n th s ,  or years in the dark n igh t  before they moved  on.

PROCESS THEOLOGY

Many of  us, secularists and spiri tual people  alike,  ques t ion  the 
existence of  God most  w hen  we look at our  wor ld and ask why 
th ere  is so m u c h  pain and suffering and d o w n r ig h t  evil. In 
o th e r  words,  why a ren ' t  things perfect? It is simply not  e n o u g h  
to answer: "God' s ways are myster ious." No answer can be of­
fered with certainty.  W ha t  I can do,  however,  is offer some rela­
tively m o d e r n ,  speculat ive addi t ions  to the m ore  anc ient ,  
t rad i t iona l ,  and,  I believe,  i n a d e q u a te  "God theory."

Tradit ional ,  primit ive God theory  posits a God who is om­
nipot en t .  But such a simplistic vision of  God fails to a c c o u n t  for
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evil or to take into a c c o u n t  bo th a good  deal o f  the Bible and 
c o m m o n  sense.  While  in the b e g i n n i n g  God may have c rea ted  
every thing (and even this is subject  to q ues t io n ) ,  by the third 
c h a p te r  o f  Genesis ,  the very f irst  book  of  the Bible,  the re  are al­
ready pr obl em s.  God expels A d am  and Eve from the per fec t  
G a r d e n  of  E den  and tells th e m  tha t  h e n c e f o r t h  they shall have 
to suffer. Why? Is God sadistic?

The  answer,  I bel ieve,  is that  God has to ope ra te  wi thin 
cons t ra in t s ,  even i f  they are const ra in t s  tha t  He H im se l f  c re ­
ated. W h e n  it is said tha t  "God cr ea ted  us in his own image," 
what  is m e a n t  by tha t  m ore  than  any th i ng  else, I bel ieve,  is that  
God gave us free will. You c a n n o t  give s o m e o n e  free will and at 
the same t ime hold  a m a c h in e  gun  to his back. Free will me ans  
tha t  we are free, and such f r eedo m  me ans  tha t  we are free to 
choose  for e i ther  good  or evil. The m o m e n t  when  God gran t ed  
us free will was the m o m e n t  when  h u m a n  evil  — as well as h u ­
man g o o d n e s s  — was let loose in the world.  Having  once  
gr an te d  us free will, God is no long er  o m n i p o t e n t .  He has c on ­
s t ra ined Himself,  and no m a t te r  how m u c h  it mi gh t  hur t  Him,  
in most  respec ts  He simply has to let us be.

Genesis  3 suggests tha t  this c ons t r a in in g  dec is ion to let us 
be is also associated  with the exis tence  of  dea th  (and,  by impl i ­
cat ion,  disease and ag ing) .  How we have agon ized  over these 
"curses"! Yet, as long as we bear  in m in d  tha t  the dea th  of  the 
body does not  necessari ly m ean  the dea th  of  the soul, I am not  
sure tha t  aging and illness and dea th  are curses at all. I curse 
th e m  myself  from t ime to t ime ,  but  in my m o re  ra t ional  m o ­
men ts ,  I see th e m  as be ing  an in tegral  par t  of  the na tura l  o r de r  
of  things,  an o r d e r  that  God H e r s e l f  establ ished.  I d o n ' t  m ean  
to imply tha t  God is totally helpless.  W ha t  I do m e a n  to imply is 
tha t  God is not  so o m n i p o t e n t  tha t  She d o e s n ' t  have to op e ra te  
wi thin the cons t ra in t s  of  this na tura l  o rd e r  of  illness, aging,  
dea th,  and physical decay. And within the m ore  ter rible con­
straints o f  al lowing h u m a n  evil, even on such a mass scale as the 
Holocaus t .

The  n o t i o n  tha t  God is not  simplistically o m n i p o t e n t  but  
mus t  op e ra te  within cer ta in cons t ra in t s  is not  the only m o d e r n
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a d d e n d u m  to the pr imit ive God Theory.  An equally i m p o r t a n t  
a d d e n d u m  has come over the course  of  the past f i f ty years to be 
called process  theology,  which  cha l lenges  the t rad i t iona l  n o ­
t ion of  a God who is a static, u n c h a n g i n g  being.  It suggests that,  
like all living beings,  God is "in process":  living, suffering, and 
growing  r ight  a longs ide  of  us, a lbe i t  ju s t  a step or two ahead  of  
us. While  the origin of  process  theology is a t t r i bu ted  to Alfred 
N o r th  W h i t e h e a d  within this century,  it was actually one  well 
e m b e d d e d  in M o r m o n  theology  over a cen tury  ago. The  M o r ­
m ons  have long had a saying: "As man is, God was. As God is, 
man will b e c o m e . "

In my novel In Heaven as on Earth, I p r o p o s e d  a sort of ad­
d e n d u m  to process  theology,  sugges t ing  tha t  c rea t ion  ( inc lud­
ing the c rea t ion  of  souls, h u m a n  and o therwise)  mi gh t  be an 
o n g o in g  ex p e r im e n t .  Insofar  as God is a creator ,  why sh o u ld n ' t  
She be an e x p e r i m e n t e r  every bit as m uch  as h u m a n  scien­
t i s t s  — albeit  a bit m o re  imagina tive ,  sophis t icated,  and artistic? 
We scientists are genera lly  comfor tab le  with the fact tha t  many,  
i f  not  most ,  o f  our e x p e r im e n ts  "fail." Tha t  is, they are trials. 
Th e re  is always r oom  for i m p ro v e m e n t .  Might  we not  look 
u p o n  a highly i m p e r f e c t  — even ev il  — soul as a "failed ex p e r i ­
ment"?  We also know tha t  we have as m u c h  to learn from failed 
e x p e r i m e n t s  as from successful ones.  They are what  send us 
back to the drawing board ;  p e rha ps  they do so for God,  too.  It 
makes  sense once  we stop th in k in g  of  God as omn isc ien t ,  o m ­
ni pot en t ,  and u n c h a n g i n g  — w hen  we begin to think  of  H e r  as 
be ing  in process  and start  to seriously cons ider  the essence of  
p rocess  theology.

In A World Waiting to Be Born, I have wr i t ten about  how I 
f i r s t  s tumb led  onto the c o n c e p t  o f  p rocess  theology.  The m o ­
m e n t  was fifteen years ago; I was sitting in my office with a thirty- 
five-year-old pat ient .  She was a very at tract ive pe rson ,  pe rh aps  
only as m uc h  as e ight  p o u n d s  over the s ta ndard  weight  for 
w o m e n  of  her  age and he ight .  The p re c e d i n g  evening ,  at a j o y ­
ful r e s t aur an t  party, she was so relaxed  she had o r d e r e d  and 
ea ten  an ice c ream sunda e  for dessert .  Now she was la m en t in g ,
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"How could I have b e e n  so stupid? After  only six days I b roke  
my diet! Now I have to start all over again.  I hate myself  for b e ­
ing so un di sc ip l in ed .  An ice c ream sund ae ,  for Christ ' s  sake! 
Bu t te rsco tch  sauce. Thick,  gooey. I m ean ,  I c o u ld n ' t  have c h o ­
sen any th i ng  tha t  had more  calories.  One  of  these days I ' l l . . ."

As she went  on and on in tha t  vein, I found  myself  drift ing 
off slightly, m us i ng  over how utterly typical she was of  a large 
ca tegory  o f  w o m e n  who are physically appea l ing ,  yet who spend 
endless  ergs of  energy obsessing abo ut  the ir  weight ,  even the 
mos t  m in o r  deviat ions in it. W ha t  was go ing  on with them? In 
the midst  o f  this w o n d e r i n g ,  I suddenly  in t e r r u p t e d  her, b lur t ­
ing out,  "What makes you th ink  tha t  God d o e s n ' t  have to diet?"

She looked at me as if  I had gone  crazy. "Why did you say 
that?" she asked.

I sc ra tched  my head ,  replying,  "I d o n ' t  know." But I had to 
th i nk  abo ut  why I had said it, and as I did,  I real ized that  I was 
on to  so me th i ng .  My pa t ien t  was labor ing  u n d e r  the fantasy tha t  
i f  she went  on e n o u g h  diets or di scovered  ju s t  the r ight  diet  or 
received e n o u g h  psychotherapy ,  she would achieve a state in 
which  she could e i ther  eat all she w an ted  wi th ou t  ga in ing  an 
ou n c e ,  or else, w h e n e v e r  she did gain tha t  oun c e ,  could in­
stantly and effortlessly lose it. A s t range  fantasy, come to th ink  
of  it. "Maybe God puts on five p o u n d s , "  I e x p la in ed  to her, "and 
the n  He has to take th e m  off. Only He do esn ' t  make  a big deal 
ou t  o f  it, which is perhap s  why He 's  God."

The  de lus ion  my pa t i en t  l abored  u n d e r  was a static no t ion  
of  per fec t ion .  It is a very c o m m o n  but  destruc tive n o t i o n  that  
pe r f ec t i on  is an u n c h a n g i n g  state. It is so c o m m o n  because  it is 
so purely logical.  I f  so m e th in g  is per fec t  and it changes ,  it can 
only b e c o m e  d if fe rent  from what  it was. And if  it b ecom es  dif­
fe rent  from what  it was, th en  logic holds  that  it has b e c o m e  im­
perfect.  But if  som eth in g  is truly perfect ,  it cannot ,  by defini t ion,  
b e c o m e  imperfec t .  H e n c e  per fec t ion  mus t  be u n c h a n g in g .  
And so we th ink,  "God is as God was and always will be."

But that ' s  not  the way I th ink  anymore .  It's also hardly what  
the Bible suggests.  And increasingly it's not  what  the o lo gia ns
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are b e g i n n i n g  to think.  T h a n k  God! I f  the re  is any th i ng  that  
charac te r izes  life, it is change .  W ha t  mos t  d i s t inguishes the an i ­
mate from the in an im a te  is "irritability." S o m e th in g  that 's  an i ­
mate moves w hen  you poke  it. It d o e s n ' t  j u s t  sit there .  It's alive. 
It goes this way and that  way. It grows, it dies, it decays,  it is re ­
born .  It changes .  All life is in process.  And  since I choose  to 
have a living God,  I bel ieve that  my God is also in process ,  l e a rn ­
ing and growing  and perhap s  even lau gh in g  and danc ing .

This new c o n c e p t  of  process  theo logy  is so critically im p o r ­
tant  no t  only because  it adds a large piece to the puzzle of  im­
p e r f e c t i o n  — even evi l  — in the wor ld,  but  also because  it implies 
tha t  it is good for pe op le  to be in a state of  change .  The  same 
holds t rue  for our  organi za t io ns  and society, for all life itself. 
The he a l t h ie r  we are,  the more  we will be "in process." The 
m o re  v ibrant ,  the m ore  lively we are,  the m ore  we will be c h a n g ­
ing. And  the closer  to per fec t ion  we are,  the m ore  rapidly we 
will be chan gi ng .  A nd  as we ch an g e ,  we can expec t  ourselves,  
the organiz a t ion s  to which we be long ,  and  even our  society to 
be in flux and in tu rmoil .  We will know, not  only in our  heads  
but  in our  hear ts ,  that  i f  we let God into ourselves,  we will be 
w el co m in g  even m ore  f lux and turmoi l .  An individua l who has 
de ve lo pe d  a conscious r e la t io nsh ip  with God will p robably  be 
e n g a g e d  in de ve lo pi ng  tha t  r e l a t i o n s h i p  — of ten with anguish  
and s t ruggl e  — for the rest  of  his or her  ever -changing  life.

We will k n o w  when we see ourselves or our  o rg an iza t io ns  as 
com for t ab le ,  c o m p la c e n t ,  or part icula rly  stable enti t ies tha t  we 
are u n d o u b t e d l y  in a s t a te  — or at least a phase  — of  decay. And 
i f  we see ourselves or our  organiza t ions  suffering,  s t ruggl ing,  
sear ch ing  this way and tha t  for new solut ions,  constant ly  revis­
ing and reviving, our  te n d en cy  will not  only be to give ourselves 
or the m  the benefi t  o f  the d o u b t  but  to suspect  that  we may 
have s t um ble d  u p o n  a par ticula rly  Godly p h e n o m e n o n .

R e t u r n i n g  to the ques t ion  of  why things a r e n ' t  per fect ,  it is 
for the same reasons tha t  even Uto p ia  will not  be stable or static. 
It will be evolving. U to p ia  should  not  be t h o u g h t  of  as a c o n d i ­
t ion tha t  we reach,  because  no soon er  will we reach  it than  we 
will move on. It will not  be a c o n d i t i on  wi th ou t  suffering, with-
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out  the stress and strain tha t  necessari ly ac c o m p a n y  change  or 
d eve lo pm ent .

Cont ra ry  to p o p u la r  no t ions ,  U to p ia  does not  m e a n  all will 
be sweetness and light. Ra ther ,  it will be a society moving  with 
maximal  vitality toward maximal  vitality. In o th er  words,  as long 
as there  is a role for God to play and r oom  for grace,  Utopia  
may not  be imposs ib le  to achieve after all. But  it will be im pos­
sible to achieve if  we hold on to our  t rad i t ional  vision of  per ­
fect ion,  defined  as static by our  l imited h u m a n  u n d e r s ta n d in g .  
U to p ia  will always be in the future,  because  it is not  a state ar­
rived at but  a state o f  b e com in g .  I n d e e d ,  we migh t  th i nk  on our 
m ore  opt imist ic  days of  U to p ia  as having a lready started,  albeit  
barely.

GLORY

In the  end all th ings p o in t  to God.
All things.  I could go on and on, but  I feel as if  I 'm in the 

same pos i t ion as St. J o h n  w hen  he wrote of  Jesus at the co nc lu ­
sion of  his Gospel:

And there  are also many o th e r  things which  Jesus did,  
the which,  i f  they should be wr i t ten every one ,  I sup­
pose tha t  even the wor ld itself could not  conta in  the 
books tha t  should  be wri t ten.  A-men.

I, too,  could talk abo ut  all m a n n e r  of  o th er  things u n e x ­
p la inable  w i th ou t  resor t ing  to God. A b o u t  special people .  
A b o u t  Jesus,  who was so ex t r a o rd in a ry  tha t  no one  could  have 
d r e a m e d  him up. But Jesus is a red flag for some who have been  
abused  by the abusers  of  Jesus.  So take a n o t h e r  inexpl icable  h u ­
man,  A b r a h a m  Lincoln ,  and see i f  you can categor ize  him with­
out  resor t ing  to divinity.

Or I could talk of  mystical e xpe r ie nces ,  of  s udden  changes  
of  pe rc e p t i o n ,  when  wi th ou t  drugs  or disease,  we occasionally 
flit in and out  o f  what  seems a n o t h e r  universe.  I could speak of
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d e m o n s  and angels.  I could rhapso diz e  a b o u t  God and na­
t u r e  — the  God of  the m o u n t a i n s  and rivers, the God of  sunrises 
and sunsets,  o f  forests and storms.  Or of  music and melodies  
tha t  are t imeless.  Or of  ro m a n c e  and sex, where  God de l ibe r ­
ately gave us a taste of  H i m s e l f  — and o f  Her  power,  m ore  subtle 
than  dyna mi t e ,  yet po tent ial ly as d a n g e ro u s .  Or of  what  t r an ­
spires when  a group  reaches  co m m u n i t y  or an exorc i sm has 
been  successfully c o m p l e t e d  — when God seems to have en­
tered  an o therwise  ord in ary  room  and all tha t  the peopl e  pres ­
en t  can do is cry tears o f  g ra t i tude  and joy.

God is too im m e n se  to be l imited to any c h a p te r  or book 
or even bible.  Yet there  is one  word for our  h u m a n  ex p e r ie n ce  
w h e n e v e r  we h a p p e n  — se e m in g ly  by a c c i d e n t  — to tap into,  to 
par t ic ipa te  consciously in, that  immensity.  It is the ex p e r ie n ce  
of  glory.

And how we yearn  for it! Blindly, usually falsely, and more  
often than  not  destructively,  we seek after glory as n o t h i n g  else. 
F lee t ing  "happiness, "  even sexual ecstasy, can ' t  co m p are .  De ­
spite all the pitfalls of  this pursui t ,  it h a p p e n s  to be one  of  the 
many ind i r ec t  "proofs" for the exis tence  of  God.  As C. S. Lewis 
po in te d  out  in his grea t  se rmon ,  "The Weight  o f  Glory," God in 
His gent leness  would never  have c rea ted  us with an appe t i te  for 
s o m e t h i n g  unrea l  or utterly u n o b ta in a b le .  We h u n g e r  only b e ­
cause there  is food. We thirst  because  there  is drink.  We would 
not  sc ream with sexual desire i f  there  were no possibility of  sex­
ual fulfi l lment.  So it is with glory. We yearn  for it as we do for 
n o th in g  else precisely because  there  is a God urg ing  us on to 
un io n  with Her.

But make  no mistake:  real glory is an a t tr ibu te  only o f  God. 
Since glory is the most  p o t e n t  object  o f  all our  desires,  our  d e ­
sire for it is the one  mos t  subject  to pervers ion .  Th e re  is a n am e  
for this pervers ion:  id o la t r y  — the worsh ip of  false idols or cheap  
substi tutes for God. As one  n am e  for the devil suggests,  the va­
rieties of  idolatry are "Legion": money,  sex, novelty, political 
power,  security, possessions,  and on and on. All are false gods. 
True glory is ours only insofar  as we submit  ourselves to the true 
God. B u t  who . . .  w h a t . . .  where  . . .  is the t rue  God?
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C O C R E A T I O N

In Denial o f  the Soul I  po i n te d  out,  with many qual i f icat ions,  that  
suicide,  inc lu d i ng  eu thanas ia ,  is usually an ac t ion not  of  
courage  but  o f  the most  qu es t io nab le  hubr is .  The reason  for 
this seemingly  harsh assessment  is tha t  we are not  our  own c re ­
ators,  and he n c e  we do not  have the  moral  r ight  to be our  own 
destroyers.

H u m a n k i n d  does not  have the power  to make  the sun rise 
or set. We can pr ed ic t  and r e s p o n d  to the weather ,  but  we do 
not  d e t e r m i n e  what  it will be day to day. I do not  know how to 
c reate  an iris or a rose; I can only steward one.  So it is with my­
self. Pre su ma bl y  even m ore  com pl ic a te d  than  a flower, I could 
no t  possibly have even im agi ned  myself  into exis tence.  But  to a 
cons i de rab le  ex ten t  I can choose  to decent ly  n u r tu r e  or not  
n u r t u r e  myself. In o th e r  words,  while I c a n n o t  be my own cr e­
ator, I can play a role as cocreator .

The c o n c e p t  of  "co crea torsh ip"  and the responsibi l i ty it 
entails have b e c o m e  quite p o p u l a r  in theo logy  in r ecen t  years. 
But I have no t  read of  this responsibi l i ty be ing e x t e n d e d  to its 
u l t imate.  The fact is tha t  we h u m a n s  are free to choose  our own 
vision of  God,  and no choice  we make  can be as p o te n t  in our 
pe rsona l  lives or our  role as agents  of  society. So we come to a 
c r e sc en d o  o f  pa radox .  On the one  hand ,  God is unq u e s t io n a b ly  
our creator.  On the other ,  in cho os i ng  the kind of  God we b e ­
lieve in, we are,  in a sense,  c rea t ing  God,  not  only for ourselves 
but  also for o thers  who will see God reflected in our  beliefs, our  
act ions,  and in our  very spirit.

But  bear  in mind  that  we c a n n o t  know God in the t radi ­
t ional  scientific sense.  A Hasidic story passed on to me by Er ich 
F r o m m  makes  the point .  It is the story of  a good Jewish ma n —  
let us call him M o r d e c a i  — who prayed one  day, "O God,  let me 
know Your t rue  n am e ,  even as angels do." The Lord hea rd  his 
p rayer  and gr an te d  it, al lowing Mo rdeca i  to know His t rue  
name.  W h e r e u p o n  Mo rdeca i  c rep t  u n d e r  the bed and yelped 
in sheer  an imal  terror ,  "O God,  let me forget  Your t rue name."  
And the Lord God he a rd  that  prayer  and gran te d  it also. Some-
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th ing  of  the same po in t  was ma de  by the  Apost le  Paul  w he n  he 
said, "It is a terrifying th ing  to fall into the ha nds  of  the living 
G o d . " Y e t . . .

In the end all things po in t  to God. . . .
Let  me turn  now from the more  or less abs tract  and p r o ­

saic science of  God to poetry,  and con c lu d e  this s u m m a t i o n  of  
my th in k i ng  in a very dif ferent  tone  by persona l ly  add ress ing  
the nameless  and u n k n o w a b le  One.
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C H A P T E R  8

The "Poetry" of God

Dear  God,
Dar l ing  Lord:

Do You r e m e m b e r  that  repor te r?
The one who p r e t e n d e d  to be religious.
And th en  w hen I had talked for days abo ut  You, 
C o n c l u d e d  by c o m m e n t i n g ,
"It's clear to me,  Scotty,
That  you could never  really c o m m u n i c a t e  
Wi th  your  parents .
You must  have be en  a very lonely child.
I w o n d e r  if
That  d o esn ' t  have a lot to do 
With  your  bel ie f  in God?"

Of  course,  I knew
At that  point ,  we had lost it.

"Do you m ean  
Is God
My imagina ry  c o m p a n io n ? "
I r e s p o n d e d  rhetorically.



"Actually, I d o n ' t  th ink  
I was a par ticula rly  lonely child,"
I went  on.
"All ch i ld ren  are lonely.
My pa ren ts  were at tent ive
And I could  talk to th em  about  things small. 
I had at least a m o d i c u m  of friends  
— m o r e  than  mos t  —
And m ore  still as I got older.

"But is God my imaginary c o m p a n io n ?
Oh,  yes. In d e e d ,  yes.
Yet, as I've be en  trying to tell you,
That ' s  j u s t  one of  a th o u sa n d  
Reasons I believe."

Natural ly,  it had no effect.

But the fact is,
You have been  beside  me
In this im ag ina t io n
For  lo ng e r  than  I can r e m e m b e r ,
And it's been  a grea t  tr ip toge ther,
H a s n ' t  it, Lord?

Now I 'm old 
I c a n n o t  be sure 
W h e t h e r  we 're  near  the end 
Or still merely p r e p a r i n g  
To blast  off.
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But of  this I 'm sure:
Th e re  is no t  one  m o m e n t  I can dec la re 
You to have been  absent  from me.
No te  my words.
You cr ea ted  me to be prec ise  with words.
I was not  saying
I've always felt Your p re se nce
Or be en  aware of  You.
Frankly,  most  o f  the t ime 
I h av en ' t  even b o t h e r e d  to th i nk  of  You.

You've be en  so good  to me.

Oh, there  were a few bad years early on.
The year in the four th grade  in a new school 
And two years later
W h e n  I was ten and c o u l d n ' t  u n d e r s t a n d  
Why all my c lassmates suddenly  
T u rn e d  on me again.
How could I have u n d e r s t o o d ,
U naw are  You had c rea ted  me a leader  who,  
W i th o u t  inten t ,
T h r e a t e n e d  the top dog?
(It was thirty m ore  years before 
I real ized what  had t r a n sp i r e d  —
Before I even real ized I was 
A leader.)
But those
Were less tha n  two years 
Out  of  twelve. The  rest 
Were  magical .
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W ha t  can I say?
Th e re  was an icehouse  
B ehi nd  our s u m m e r  home .
And an or ch a rd  w he re  the ne ig h b o r ' s  sheep
Grazed ,  and in S e p te m b e r
The white c louds grazed the sky,
And I knew my paren ts  loved me.

And I knew
You were b e h i n d  it all,
Like the icehouse . . .  deep ,  deep ,
Anc ien t ,  cool in the summer ,  and,  above all, 
Providing.
It is a pa radox .
At one and the same t ime 
I was grateful and I took You 
for g ran ted .  Like the icehouse ,
You were jus t  there.

At th i r te e n  I went  to b o a r d i n g  school.
It was a place wi th ou t  love. Everything  
Was w r o n g .
They said it was right.
Thir ty m o n th s  it took me 
To th ink  for myself. I walked out,
Not  yet an adult  exactly,
But a man who knew his soul 
B e lo ng ed  to You and,  never again,
To fashion.

Yes, those  were to ugh  years.
The  toughest .  They were also when  
I can first  r e m e m b e r  talking about  You. 
Vaguely I recall a rgu in g  Your existence 
Wi th  my a d o le sc en t  friends.
Or was it Your non ex is t ence?
It do esn ' t  matter.  Wha t  matters  
Is that  I was th in k i ng  ab ou t  You.
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291Fifteen was the last bad year.
T h e re  have been  bad m o m e n t s  since  
— ma ybe  even a few of t ragedy  —
But no bad years.
Some years it has even se em ed  as if 
You had p laced  me on a kind of  
Grand  vacation.

I c a n n o t  imagine  
Any th i ng
I could ever have do ne  
To deserve  
Such k indness .

Was it at five. . .
Or ten or f i f te en  that  
I first de c ide d  to speak 
The t ru th
W h e n  I could have go t ten  away 
With a lie?
I can' t  recall.
Cer tainly by col lege,  hones ty
Had b e c o m e  my habi t
(Some have said my c o m p u ls io n ) .
I do no t  m ean  I never wi thhold  
A piece of  t ru th  now and th en ;
Only tha t  it is painful  for me 
To love in such a way.

But  I try no t  to wi thhold  
Even a sm idg en  
From myself,
And  if the re  is a secret
To all my good for tune ,  I suppose
That  is it.
But it is not  my doing.



It was You who p la n te d  in me the seed —
This b u r n i n g  thirst  for the Real.
Besides,
Since You know the reality 
Of  my hear t ,  to what  end 
Should  I seek to deceive 
Excep t  to isolate myself  from You?
And tha t  is the very last th ing  
I could ever desire.

Do You r e m e m b e r
That  book  I was asked to praise,
The one  with the title Intuition?
It never m e n t i o n e d  You.
That  m ig h t  have been  p a r d o n a b l e ,
Save tha t  it d rew no dist inc t ion 
Between  in tu i t ion  and revelat ion.
I did no t  feel I could bless such a book 
That  left You out.
But was I be ing  fair?
Pe rh ap s  its a u t h o r  was right  and I was wrong.  
Pe rh ap s  You did not  exist.
So I sat down to th ink  ab ou t  it.
First, I t h o u g h t  about  how m uch of  my own work 
Was p r ed i ca te d  on You. I had a large stake 
In You. Could  I re l inquish  that?
I f  it were the reality,
Could  I disavow You?
Yes.
T h en  I was utterly free 
To c o n te m p la te  Your no nex is t en ce .
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I began  with the usual:
Fa mi ne  and f lo od ,  d r o u g h t  and des t ruc t ion;  
Poverty, g reed,  war and tor ture ;
Ha te ,  lying, and m a n ip u la t io n ;
Disease,  menta l  and physical,
And all things unfair.
But  it was of  no use.
Th e re  was no evil I could b lame on You,
Tha t  re q u i r ed  You for its explana t ion .
Weep,  yes, but  
Blame You, no.

T h en  th ere  was h u m a n  goodness .
As have o thers ,  I could specula te
On how al t ru ism may have be en  bred  into us
For  its survival value. Oh,  yes,
I knew about  soc iobiology and o the r  
M o d e r n  not ions.
And while I could choose
To see Your ha n d  in these mat te rs ,
I could  also choose 
Not  to.

The  same with beauty.
Trees and f lowers ,  valleys and m o u n t a i n s ,
St reams,  rivers, lakes, oceans
And all m a n n e r  of  water and w ea th er
Shriek to me
Of  Your crea tion.
Yet, i f  need  be, I could close my ears.
Th e re  is n o th in g  tha t  compels  me 
To f ind Your pre se nc e  in sunrise or sunset ,  
Starl ight  or m o o n l i g h t  or all things 
Green .
W o n d r o u s ,  ever so w o n d r o u s ,
But  I c a n n o t  insist up o n  Your design.
It is no t  beyond me to imagine  
A w o n d r o u s  accident .
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No,  these big things I can deal with.
It is the little things,
This business  of  revelat ion,
I c an n o t  handle :
The  occasiona l d ream ,
More  e legant  by far than  
My capacity for cons t ruc t ion ;
The  quiet  voice one  mi gh t  think  
Is tha t  o f  my waking brain 
Save that  when  it rarely speaks 
It teaches me with wisdom 
Beyond any brain;
And those  co inc ide nces
W hi ch  mi gh t  be mere ly am usi ng
I f  they could be u n d e r s t o o d  as such.

I c a n n o t  expla in  these "lit tle" things 
Excep t  to know tha t  in them 
You have revealed Yourself. . . .
And I c a n n o t  expla in why 
Exc ep t  that  You love me. . . .
And tha t  I c a n n o t  explain 
Exc ep t  tha t  You love us all.

N o n e  of  this has been  in my control .  
Never  have You op e ra te d  by my schedule.  
Yes, my Dearest ,
I talk of You as if
You were my imaginary  c o m p a n i o n ,
But  only as if.
I f  You really were imaginary,
T hen  You would obey my ima gin a t ion ,  
Le a p in g  in form and t ime 
In ac c o rd a n ce  with my desire.
But  that ' s  not  the way it works,
Is it? And it is I who must  strive 
To be obedien t .
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No, my C o m p a n i o n ,
You keep me s t range  company,
C o m in g  to me 
Whenever ,  however,  and 
In whatever  form 
You desire,
Utte rly un p re d ic ta b le .

The  H in d u s ,  I am told,
Have a c o n c e p t  they call 
"The God of the Void."
I f  they are re fe r r ing
To Your si lence w hen  I want  Your voice,
To Your a p p a r e n t  absence  
W h e n  I want  Your presence ,
To Your unpred ic tab i l i ty ,
To Your namelessness ,
To the fact tha t  You are far m ore  e p h e m e r a l  
T h an  my ima g in a t io n ,
T h en  I th i nk  I know 
W ha t  they mean.

But  You are not  a void.
A l t h o u g h  You are m o re  likely 
To come to me when I am emp ty  —
To us w hen  we are emp ty  —
You Yourse lf  are not  empt ine ss  
W i t h o u t  form.
Like us —
More  than  us —
You are capable  of  em pty in g  Yourself,
Of  set t ing Yourself  aside 
For  the sake of  love.
But You are not  a void.
R a th e r  I should  call You 
A God of Fullness.
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I am not  ready 
To know Your true name  
N or  yet to see You 
Face to face.
But myster ious t h o u g h  You may be,
You are no cipher,
And there  are things I can tell the world,
Wi th  g ladness ,  a b o u t  exactly 
Who You are.

Most  im p or ta n t ,
You are a Person.

Why do we have such t r ouble  with this, 
Wish ing  to n e u te r  You 
Into some abst ract  "force"?
I know. I did it myself. I wanted  
To be sophist icated .  I w an ted  to be sure 
Peop le  knew You w eren ' t  
My imagi na ry  c o m p a n i o n ,
Some me re  heavenly pro jec t ion  of  myself  
As the proverbia l  wise old man 
With  a long white beard.
How many years was it
Before I could finally speak my hear t ,
To publicly ack now ledge  
Your P e r s o n h o o d ?

I am so slow.

You d o n ' t  have a long white beard.
You do not  even have a body,
As we are ac c u s to m e d  to think  
Of  bodies.
But  You have a personal i ty,
A persona li ty  defini te  beyond our  own,
A persona li ty  v ibran t  beyond our  imagina t ion .  
And how could this be 
Were You not  a Person?
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So it is of Your persona l i ty  I speak,
Your u n c a p t u r a b l e  Spirit,
And my la ngua ge  will be tha t  o f  e m o t i o n  —  
Not  of  genes or beards  or p ro to pl a sm ,  
A l t h o u g h  I som et im es  suppose  You are 
The  u l t ima te  pro top la sm.

The obvious 
Is tha t  You are a 
Loving God.
Trying to be scientific 
In my p ub l i s hed  work,  I have 
Shied away from the e m o t i o n  of  love 
And all its capacity for self-deception.
"The p r o o f  of  the p u d d i n g  is in the eat ing," 
As my g r a n d f a t h e r  would  have said, or 
" H a n d s o m e  is as h a n d s o m e  does."
And I have insisted up o n  so-called 
O p e r a t i o n a l  defini t ions of  love.
W hi ch  has been  all to the good,
Save tha t  it may have obs cu red  the fact 
We c a n n o t  be loving unless we want  to be, 
And tha t  b e h in d  the want ing  lies 
An e m o t i o n  —
The most  u ns im p le  and d e m a n d i n g  
E m o t i o n  there  is.

Real love d e m a n d s
That  we suf fe r  — that  I allow
My be loved to break  my heart ,  piece by piece,
Yet still carry on,
C o n t i n u i n g  to love with a hear t  
Tha t  is ever la rger  as the result.
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On the eve of  his e x ecu t io n
For p lo t t ing,  out  o f  love, to m u r d e r
Hitler,  the Chri s t ian mar tyr  Die t r ich B onhoef fe r
Wrote:  "Only a suffering God will do."
You, dear  God, have not  called me to quite 
Such agoniz ing  complexi ty.  N on e th e le ss ,
You have pe rm i t te d  me a taste of  it 
W h e n  I have been  called to in t e rvene  
In the lives of  others .  T h in k in g  
Of  how You have in te rv e n e d  in my own life 
Wi th  unfai l ing  goodness  of  j u d g m e n t ,
I sense the awesome energy 
R equ i r ed ,  and I know You have b r o o d e d  
Over  me with a devot ion  
I can barely u n d e r s ta n d .
I can only assume 
You suffer so over us all,
And I am not  sure I b e c a m e  an adul t
Unti l  I began
To feel sorrow for You.
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But Y ou—
Needless  to say—
Are a paradoxica l  God,
And what  amazes me even more  
T han  Your cont i nua l  suffering is Your 
Pers i s ten t  gaiety. You are a 
Playful God,
And one  of  the things I know abo ut  You 
Is Your sense of  h u m o r  —
If  for no o th e r  reason than  it is clear 
You love to c o n fo u n d  me.
As soon as I th ink
I have o bt a in ed  a ha nd le  on Your c rea t ion ,  
You instantly come a long  to ask,
"But what  a b o u t  this, Scotty?"
This d e f i le m en t  of  my cer tainly 
Is so rou t i ne
I have be en  forced to c onc lu de  
You must  take a cer tain 
De l igh t  in it.

In the face
Of  all the sorrows of  the world 
I am some t imes  t e m p te d  to despair.
And this is what  I find most  s t range  
A b o u t  You: I can feel Your suffering,
But never have I sensed in You 
One  second of  despair.  Unlike  me,
Your de l ight  in Your c rea t ion  seems constant .  
You are,  to me, an amazingly cheerful  God,  
And I pray that  some day I shall learn 
Your secret.
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You are also 
A sexy God.
Now I sense You male,  now female,
But never neuter.
I n d e e d ,  sex is one  of  Your tricks,
Infinitely c o n f o u n d i n g ,  yet
A m o n g  o t he r  things,  the mos t  glor ious
Play we h u m a n s  are a l lowed —
So glor ious I c a n n o t  expla in the p leasure
Save to posit  it as a gift
Del ibera tely offered to give us
A taste for You
And Your playfulness.
I used to speak of  this
In a lecture.  It was the one
W h e r e  the aud ie n c e  was most  likely
To weep with passion
Excep t  for those
Who walked out,  simply
U nable  to bear
Your intimacy.

Yet You are a God 
Of  restraint .
Having  given us, in Your image ,
Free will, You never  dictate,
Never  th r e a t e n  or punish.
I do not  know the b o u n d a r ie s
Of  your  power,  but  som et im es  I w o n d e r
I f  You can only crea te ,
Having  long ago forever forsaken 
The capacity to destroy 
Anything .
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You give us our "space,"
Forc ing  n o th in g ,
And not  once have I ever been  
Vio la ted by You. You are the 
Gent les t  o f  Beings.

You love variety.
In variety You delight .
I sit in a m e a d o w
On a s u m m e r  a f te rnoon ,
And from a single spot  I can observe 
A h u n d r e d  dif fe rent  plants ,
A dozen  species o f  winged  insects,  
And had I the vision,
With in  the soil,
I could watch colonies of  bac ter ia  
And whole  societies of  viruses 
In te rm in gl in g .

But what  impresses  me most  
Is the variety of  h u m a n s ,
Each with un i q u e  l imita tions,
Each with un i q u e  gifts.
From th em  You have given me 
So many f riends,  all di fferent ,
And my ent i re life has been  spent  
In a web of exc hange .
Of ten I have not  e x c h a n g e d  well. 
Forgive me, Lord ,
For all those  I have failed.
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I th a n k  You for my friends 
And,  most  specially,
For  my best friend.
Thirty-seven years ago,
W h e n  Lily and I were wed,
I did no t  know who she was.
N or  she me.
N or  m u c h  ab ou t  ourselves.
N or  any th i ng  ab o u t  ma rr ia ge  at all.
The le arn in g  was often to be painful ,
A l t h o u g h  wi th ou t  it
Th e re  would  have been  noth ing .
S o m e h o w  we m ade  it t h ro u g h ,
And it would  be wrong not  to give ourselves 
Any credit .  But  tell me this:
Utterly i n n o c e n t  back then,
How did I know 
In my bl ind ig nor anc e  
That  L i l y  — more dif ferent  
T han  I could i m a g in e  —
Was r ight  for me?
I c a n n o t  expla in  it
Unless  You were  invisibly at my side,
G uid ing  me while I, like Jacob ,
Was unaware .  And I,
Like Ja cob ,  mus t  also now exclaim:
"Surely God was in this place,  and I,
I did not  know it."

In the end,
All things po in t  to You.
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We are old n o w —
Early old we have lived so ha rd  —
And it is a t ime of  wait ing,
Tendi ng  to our  ach ing  bodies  
As best we can for w hatever  little You 
Have left in store for us 
Here .

Like the old,
We look back,
Fac ing  failures and enjoying 
The successes of  our  past.
We can a ccou nt  for the failures. The successes 
Seem the m ore  myste rious.  Again 
We take some credit ,  but  again 
We know You have he lp ed  us 
In all we have achieved.

This looking  back is par t  of  de tach ing .  Mostly 
We are looking  forward.
Muc h as I have enjoyed this world 
I have forever felt one  par t  
Alien,  as if  I did not  quite 
Belong  here.  A d e cade  ago,
After a f ive-day m e e t i n g  that  he led,
J im — a most  ex t r a o rd in a ry  man — c o m m e n t e d ,
"Scotty, I have no idea
Wha t  p la ne t  we 're  from
But it seems to have been
The same one."
A year later, a lmos t  to the day,
Walking  across a street  in France ,
J im was hit  by a car from behind .
It killed h im instantly. My reac t ion  
Was one  par t  g r i e f  and two parts 
Envy.
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A r o u n d  tha t  t ime I read a work of  
Science fiction. Its story was that  
Of  aliens who,  in the guise o f  h u m a n s ,  
Colon ized  earth.  At one po in t  
A few of the i r  n u m b e r  were given 
The o p p o r t u n i t y  to r e tu rn  
To thei r  original  planet .  I threw 
The book down on my bedc lo th es ,  
Sobbing  to You,
"Lord,  I want  to go home .
Please take me home."

Now,
A d ecad e  later,
I do not  feel so frantic 
As it be c o m e s  ever m ore  clear 
It won ' t  be so long before 
I get my wish.

I 'm com in g  h o m e ,  Lord!

I have no desire 
To d isparage  this world.
The o lder  I am the m ore  I can see 
How prec ious  it is to You.
You have set it before us
For  a pur pos e .  You have laid it out
Like a j igsaw puzzle to which
The  box  has b e e n  lost. But  the pieces
Are so colorful  we ch i l d ren  c a n n o t  help
But pick th e m  up and start  to play.
Painstakingly,  we put  one  piece t o g e th e r
With  another.
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The puzzle is huge .
Eventual ly it dawns on us
We will never  begin  to have e n o u g h  t ime
To co m p le te  it. This may be
A m o m e n t  for despair,  t e m p t i n g  us
To d iscard You, You are so m uch  larger than  us.
Yet, i f  we are alert,  th er e  are o ther  
Lessons to be learned .  In fact,
The puzzle is so huge  it is amazing
We can put  one  piece t o g e th e r  with a n o t h e r
At all. It seems a lmos t
Pure  luck, save tha t  it h a p p e n s  so f requent ly  
We sense our  ha nds  and eyes have been  guided  
By an inst inc t  we c a n n o t  explain.  Who 
Has no t  had the exp er ience?  T hen  
Those  few pieces put  to g e th e r  
Offer us tiny gl impses of  the whole
And it looks beaut i ful . . .  designedly ent ic ing.  Finally, 
We find in those  few a t tached  f ragments  occasional  
Cryptic messages.  Once  I in t e rd ig i ta ted  
Pieces that  fit into a s t range  sign.
It was in Fr en ch  and read:
"Aimez-vous les Uns les Aut res . "

Do with this what  you will.
I myself  have chosen ,  by Your grace,
To see it as so m e th in g  m ore
T h an  a chi ld ish game. And  some soon day
I im ag ine  I may even see
The  p ic ture  on the box,  or,
Led d e e p e r  into Your mystery,
Be h a n d e d  a j igsaw or else,
As a t r e m b l i n g  a p p r e n t i c e ,
Even a pa in tbrush .
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In the m e a n t i m e
T h a n k  you for let t ing me know
That  it is You
Who are the name  of  the game.
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