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Introduction


“One seeks God in books; one finds him in prayer.” 
— Padre Pio




These words of Padre Pio, the 20th-century Italian mystic to whom I feel a close attachment, sum up both my dilemma and my only recourse. No book can supply a surefire road map to the Divine; the best one can hope to do is point pilgrims to the path and help them on their way. The journey will be completed only under God's direction. What I can and do hope to accomplish in this book is to establish the link between prayer and healing, and explore the many ramifications of that connection.


When people ask me how to heal themselves, I tell them to pray for others to be healed. They sometimes look at me askance, as if it couldn't possibly be that simple—or that paradoxical. And yet the link between prayer and healing is so direct that if you take the time to learn just a few basic principles about prayer, along with a few uncomplicated techniques for praying, you can change your life completely.


The first principle we need to accept is that we can no longer look at prayer as some kind of adjunct to life, or as a peripheral aspect of the spiritual path—like that yoga workshop you take every summer, or the occasional weekend retreat. Prayer cannot be something you do only once a week, at church on Sunday, at the temple on Saturday, or at the mosque on Friday. It can't even be something you do for an hour every morning or evening. I am convinced that we cannot make much progress at all along the path unless prayer is as intimately integrated into our daily life as breathing. When St. Paul advised his followers to “pray without ceasing” he didn't mean that in some metaphorical or hyperbolic sense—he meant it literally.


That does not mean that your lips should be engaged in rattling off preexisting prayers every minute of the day. More than words or formulas, prayer is awareness. You can pray while driving to work in the morning, while changing the baby, making dinner, swimming in a lake, or watching television (although I don't recommend the latter). Prayer is a way of invoking the sacred in your life, and once you acquire the habit of prayer, you can make all of your actions sacred acts.


Before you can do all that, however, you need to know how prayer works and how it evolves as your individual spiritual path moves through its own stages of development. Above all, you must understand some basic techniques that can assist you as you move through what I call the five stages of healing.


The first part of this book will explore those stages in detail and will seek to show how you can identify them in your own life. Some readers may be surprised to learn that there are stages to healing in the first place. Particularly in the Christian world, we have become accustomed to the idea that salvation is a one-shot deal. In many born-again Christian churches, you get saved, you get baptized, and that's it. In the Catholic church, after infant baptism, you are required to go to confession and communion only once a year. And since Christians generally do not believe in reincarnation, one baptism or conversion experience is theoretically enough to ensure an eternity of bliss. Although Christians are expected to live a virtuous life and follow the commandments, there isn't much incentive for them to do more in the way of spiritual development. This all tends to foster the belief that our spiritual path is a rather simple yes-or-no, heaven-or-hell affair, without any room for nuanced growth.


Such a belief, however, is neither psychologically nor spiritually realistic. Growth, change, and development are constants throughout our lives. As Elisabeth Kiibler-Ross has shown us, we grow through stages of awareness even as we are dying. In the minds of many of the world's mystics, spiritual growth continues after death as well. It is only natural, then, that complex spiritual processes such as enlightenment, healing, and the creation of a meaningful prayer life also go through stages of development.


When I discuss healing, I am not talking merely about the healing of physical maladies. That kind of healing is important, of course. 


Although I believe very strongly that we are put here to learn, I do not necessarily believe that we are put here to suffer. Suffering can sometimes be a by-product of learning and sometimes a catalyst for it, but is never an end in itself. Since physical illness has no clear correlation to virtuous living—too many extremely holy men and women have suffered terribly painful diseases and deaths—it isn't always easy to discern the role of sickness and suffering in our lives. In fact, I propose that physical healing is secondary to psychological and spiritual healing.


Of far greater importance is the healing into wholeness of our spiritual nature. For that reason, I have adapted the five stages of enlightenment described by scholar of mysticism Evelyn Underhill, who derived them from her extensive readings of the works of mystics from many of the world's spiritual traditions. I have further adapted these stages based on my own personal journey as well as my experience working with hundreds of people over three decades of my healing ministry.


The second half of my book will describe what I consider to be the most effective ways to pray and to integrate prayer into your daily life. You do not need any prior experience with prayer or any detailed knowledge of specific religious traditions to follow my suggestions. You need only be open to the possibility of healing through communicating with the Divine. I will explore the relationship of prayer to the centers of consciousness known as the chakras, which have been charted by Eastern mystics for several millennia. Based on my own experiences of imitating the prayer life of various saints and mystics of East and West, I will demonstrate how to invoke the energy of our greatest models for successful prayer. I will teach you how to make periods of silence and solitude part of your own prayer life, and will show you in detail how to make that prayer life an intimate part of your everyday existence. Finally, we will examine at length the essential role of forgiveness in opening the heart to genuine prayer.


Throughout this book, generally at the end of each chapter, I present specific prayers and exercises to help deepen your experience of the principles I am attempting to explain, and to help you implement them in your life. As Padre Pio implied, there is a limit to how far words alone can take you. You must be willing to act on those words—indeed, to use them as a springboard to developing an interior life of communion with God that transcends words and even logical thought.


Because Jesus is my spiritual master, I tend to invoke his teachings and his presence more often than any other. Having been raised in the Roman Catholic tradition and having spent 25 years as a Catholic priest before leaving both the institutional priesthood and the church, I am most at home with the sacred Scripture known as both the Hebrew Bible and the Old and New Testaments. But I also have a working knowledge of the world's other great traditions, and have sought to elicit parallels between the Jewish-Christian tradition and those of Buddhism, Hinduism, Taoism, and Islam where they are relevant.


Although most of my prayer and meditation exercises invoke the presence and name of Jesus, I want you to feel free to substitute another name if you are more comfortable doing that. It could be the name of the deity, either male or female, in any other tradition, or the name of any holy person to whom you feel a special connection.


I have quoted from Scripture freely in this book, mostly from the Christian Testaments, although my interpretations are often freer than most. One thing that has always bothered me about the institutional forms of Christianity—and I include Christian Fundamentalism in that category—is the way in which they have quoted Scripture selectively and narrowly for their own purposes. As Peter J. Gomes writes in The Good Book: Reading the Bible with Mind and Heart, “One must not use the scriptures as the drunk uses the lamppost—for support rather than for illumination; rather, one reads those inspired words with the very fallible apparatus of fallen human beings.” Sadly, institutional Christianity has been in the habit of using Scriptures as a battering ram to attack its opponents, often quoting selectively to bolster its case against homosexuality, birth control, women's rights, or other hot-button issues that are more political than spiritual in nature. One of my goals in writing this book and using Scripture freely is to give my readers permission to read and interpret the Scriptures in ways that make them more loving.


A Few Words about Meditation


If you have already established a daily practice of meditation, you will find it easy to work with many of my exercises during your daily session. If you have not, I strongly suggest that you use my book as a vehicle to begin daily prayer and meditation, even if at first you spend only ten minutes a day at it. The basics of meditation are very simple, and they apply to just about any form of practice, including the guided visualizations and prayer exercises in this book. (If you feel drawn to deepen your practice, you can always read any of the excellent books on meditation that you can find in any good spiritual bookstore. In the chapter of this book called “Invoking the Sacred,” I will give you detailed suggestions for creating a place in your home in which to do your daily meditations and prayers.)


To begin meditating, any quiet corner of the house or apartment will do, including wherever you happen to be reading this book. It's best to sit up straight, because lying down can easily induce sleep. You don't need to assume the full-lotus posture of Eastern yoga; sitting on a chair with your feet planted flat on the floor and legs uncrossed is fine. In time you may prefer to sit on cushions on the floor with your legs lightly crossed, but this is not a prerequisite. Most teachers suggest closing your eyes, unless this tends to make you drowsy. Once you have gotten comfortable in your prayer or meditation posture, spend a few minutes placing your attention on your breath. Begin with a few slow, deep breaths, taking air in steadily through the nostrils and all the way down into the belly. You can even place the palm of your hand on your stomach to feel your diaphragm inflating and deflating as you take the air down into the deepest part of your stomach.


As thoughts flit through your mind—and you can be certain they will—don't try to blank them out or make them leave, but don't get caught up in them either. This delicate balancing act is something that monks have spent years perfecting, but at first you need only follow your breath and watch your thoughts pass by, as the Buddhists say, like clouds reflected in a mirror. Once you get the knack of allowing yourself to he, rather than trying to do anything during your meditation, you can expand your understanding of the process to take in more conventional prayer forms and the improvised prayers and spiritual exercises you will encounter in this book.


I also hope that those of you who are already accustomed to a daily meditation period will be able to expand your concept of prayer in other ways. Taking a brief prayer break of a minute or two, ten or fifteen times during the day for instance, represents for me more of an ascetical practice than forcing myself to sit still in meditation for an hour. Without a doubt, sitting for an hour or even half an hour can be extremely beneficial; it can do wonders for your equanimity and composure, not to mention your respiration and heart rate. But keeping God constantly in your awareness is more important in the long run. The ascetics had the right idea, however: By continually denying themselves and doing austerities, they kept their awareness focused on the Divine rather than on the material world. The problem with following their example literally is that by emphasizing denial and self-abnegation, you may end up fixated on the very things you are denying, the way people on a diet can't stop thinking about food.


In describing his own approach to spiritual practice, the Buddha referred to it as the Middle Way, choosing to steer a course between the self-indulgence of the ordinary, ego-driven person and the extreme self-denial of many of the monks and ascetics of his day. He felt that neither approach led to liberation. I feel the same way about prayer: Overlooking the possibilities of prayer is as foolish as torturing yourself in the pursuit of unrealistic goals. I will try to help you steer a middle course that you will be able to live with even as you open your heart and deepen your level of communion with the Divine.


I would be remiss if, along the way, I failed to teach you that God is for you and not against you. The Western image of God as a stern taskmaster waiting for us to slip up so that He can condemn us to a life of misery on Earth followed by eternal hellfire is a holdover from Puritanical conceptions of a punitive God. So perhaps the first thing you need to heal is your understanding of God. I want to show you that you can change that understanding, which you may have inherited almost unconsciously from your parents and your religious training, as I did. You can instead begin to see God as the spiritual masters do—that is, as the Father-Mother Creator of the Cosmos, whose deepest wish is for us to prosper and learn on the Earth plane and to continue to do so in the planes that follow this one.


Having said that, I would nevertheless like to direct you back to the roots of your own spiritual tradition by suggesting that you take from that tradition the spiritual elements that work for you. The great traditions in and of themselves all offer viable paths to the Divine. Their founders—the ancient rishis of India, Moses and the Hebrew Prophets, the Buddha, Lao-Tzu, Confucius, Jesus, Muhammad—were enlightened beings who were, generally speaking, far ahead of their contemporaries both intellectually and spiritually. They were driven by compassion to help those around them—not only spiritually, but also in material ways. Jesus practiced physical and psychological healing. Muhammad sought to reform many of the oppressive laws and customs of his time and place, including those against women. The great seers of India passed along many insights regarding health and family life. The compassionate wisdom of these men, unfortunately, was not always shared by their less enlightened followers, many of whom fell back upon the prejudicial customs of their day, especially with regard to the treatment of women. Yet the essence of their teachings, and many valuable elaborations of those teachings instituted by enlightened mystics of succeeding generations, are still available to us if we are discerning.


In some cases, discernment may mean combining different paths in a way that suits you. Let's say you were born into a nonobservant Jewish family with a great respect for secular humanism. The humanistic example of your parents may have outweighed the Jewish rituals they no longer followed. Searching for a spiritual practice outside of Judaism, you may have practiced yoga, Zen meditation, or some other techniques derived from Eastern traditions. Guided by your humanistic background, you may then have returned to your Jewish roots through studying the mystical wisdom of the Kabbalah. Now you can put those paths together and draw on all of them. The same is true of someone raised in a strict Catholic or Protestant church, who at an early age may have rejected the repressive dogma and sexual morality of the church and thrown out the baby with the bathwater. After years of adopting an atheistic or agnostic stance, you may feel the desire to reconnect with the positive aspects of Christianity, especially the social teachings of Jesus.


The most important thing is that you feel free to believe whatever empowers you to be more loving. Any time we use a belief system to pound on other people, we are probably trying to convince ourselves that we are right. As A Course in Miracles says, we often take the attitude that we would rather be right than happy. I'm here to remind you that you need to be happy and to learn how to celebrate life. If you can do that, then every moment will be a celebration of love and will be right in the end.


I cannot guarantee how anyone will be healed, whether physically, psychologically, or spiritually, because I am not the healer. Even when I have led healing services before large numbers of people, I could never say who would be healed and who would not. Sometimes a person who brought a friend to one of my services for healing would herself be healed while her friend was not. In any event, I am not interested in the healing of the body, the spirit, or the mind. I am concerned only about “healing into wholeness,” by which I mean healing our lives so that we can be whole and exemplify our true nature, which is love. What I call “wholistic” spirituality allows the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of wholeness, to be your only therapist. This doesn't mean you can't use psychologists and psychotherapists, but that you come to the point in prayer when you say to God, as Samuel did in the Old Testament, “Here I am, Lord. Your servant is listening.” Alphonsus Ligouri, who wrote the original prayers for the Roman Catholic ritual of the Stations of the Cross, put it another way: “Here I am. Do with me what you will.”


That is the most healing prayer you can offer. It is also the one that may frighten you most profoundly. If nothing else, I hope this book will enable you to overcome your fear and open your heart to receive wholly the healing of God.
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CHAPTER ONE


The Prodigal Son and the
 Five Stages of Healing




The great mystical traditions of the world all share the recognition that spiritual healing and enlightenment take place in a series of overlapping stages. Although different mystics have identified different numbers of stages, they tend to agree on the general progression. The movement upward from the material to the spiritual plane, from the human to the Divine, in effect represents the journey of the soul from its incarnation in a physical body to its reunion with God. The first part of this book attempts to map that journey.


Christian mystics such as John of the Cross and Teresa of Avila make frequent use of the concept of ascent in their writings. In Teresa's works, for instance, the seven mansions of the “interior castle” follow this call to ascend. When more recent mystics such as Padre Pio speak of an “awakening,” they are describing a similar process. In her classic book Mysticism, Evelyn Underhill distills mystical awakening into five stages, based on the experiences of many mystics from different spiritual traditions. These she labels the awakening stage, the stage of purification, the stage of illumination, the dark night of the soul, and Divine union. I have adapted her classification for my own purposes, expanding on the stages based on my experience, my personal theology, and the writings of other mystics.


The five stages of healing and enlightenment also represent the growth of an energy that will release the Holy Spirit from within your own being. The Christian mystic Meister Eckhart wrote, “To understand one's vocation as an artist, we should interpret the verse The Holy Spirit shall come upon you' (Luke 1:35) to mean The Holy Spirit shall come from within you'” [my italics]. When I read those words one morning at prayer, I felt as if everything I had learned over the years regarding healing and prayer suddenly came together. The Holy Spirit, I realized, isn't “out there” somewhere. Each of us was created with the spark of Divine energy implanted in our very essence so that we can receive guidance directly from God. Unfortunately, by going to school and church and getting “educated,” the knowing element of our being, that direct connection with God, has, to some extent, been wiped away. The result is that we often feel broken, alienated, out of joint, or spiritually ill. Our job in life, in one sense, is to heal ourselves by rediscovering that sense of knowing. We tend to think of enlightenment as an exceptional act of illumination that comes from beyond us. But, in effect, it is something that happens when we heal the essential imbalance within us. To do that, to make such a leap of faith, we need some extraordinary motivation. From where will it come?


Peggy Lee had a big hit years ago with a song called “Is That All There Is?” This is a question that each of us has to ask at some point in our lives, in our relationships with other people, with ourselves, or with the personality we call God: Is this all that I can expect? It is one of the most important questions you will ever ask yourself because it leads inevitably to the two questions that begin your spiritual journey in earnest: Who am I? and Where am I going?


Most people don't ask these questions until they are at least 40 years old, because for the 20 years since becoming adults they have been trying to avoid asking them. They may have been looking at their lives, but in no way will they admit to themselves or others that life is not all it has been cracked up to be. They think, instead, that they just haven't gotten it right yet. But if your life isn't working by the time you're 40, you have to ask yourself how likely it is that it's all going to fall miraculously into place in the next few years.


Once we begin to ask these questions and to take them seriously, we begin to pass from the level of believing—that is, taking on faith certain doctrines and dogmas that may have been handed down to us—to the level of knowing. At this level, we learn to accept our intuitive feelings that certain things are true. At the level of knowing, we experience no doubts. That's why a master such as Jesus could say “Whoever …does not doubt in his heart, but believes that what he says will come to pass, it will be done for him” (Mark 11:23-24). The potential is there for everything good to happen, but if you are living according to a belief system that says down deep “I hope this will work,” then it is someone else's belief, and 99 percent of the time it will not work for you. As a result, most of us lose our self-confidence because we don't recognize this higher essence of our nature, which is God. We begin to blame God and believe that God is against us, and that prayer doesn't work.


Yet I will demonstrate that prayer does work exactly as it is supposed to work. If you follow the simple principles in each of the five stages as I present them, you will begin to discern how your prayer life can change—and how, in turn, it can change your life.


The True Meaning of the
 Parable of the Prodigal Son


On a recent trip to Tustin, California, to conduct a four-day healing intensive on the role of prayer in healing, I had a profound experience that at first seemed coincidental but that I know was anything but. I boarded my plane on Saturday with a calm assurance that the Spirit of God was in charge—not only of this journey, but also of leading me into the teachings I was to present the next four days at the Unity Church of Tustin, beginning with a church service Sunday morning.


The trip was peaceful enough until we began our bumpy descent through some turbulent air over Los Angeles. To take my mind off the turbulence, I picked up the magazine in front of me and began browsing idly through it. I happened to come across an advertisement for an artist named Thomas Kincaid, known as “The Painter of Light.” I had never seen his work before, but the illustration caught my eye. It showed a small village with snow on the rooftops, fir trees, houses with their lights on inside, wrought-iron lamps with large glass bulbs, and a single car coming down the snowy roadway. The image reminded me of Christmas in the 1940s, when I was a child and it would be snowing as we were getting ready to go to midnight mass. I was so enraptured with the painting that I hoped I would be able to find out more about Kincaid and maybe purchase one of his paintings. I later learned that Kincaid likes to paint things the way they were in “simpler” times, which is an attitude I can easily embrace. Discovering the painting also had the happy effect of relaxing and calming me during our bumpy landing.


As a way to unwind and reward myself after the Sunday morning service, which went very well, I asked the pastor if she would like to go to one of the nearby malls in Costa Mesa. I'm not a great believer in extraordinary asceticism, as you can probably tell, and I actually find shopping in malls relaxing. It was close to Christmas, and the parking lot of the mall I wanted to visit was so clogged with traffic that we went across the street to a less crowded place called Crystal Court. As we arrived, we were greeted by groups of children singing Christmas carols. I was so delighted by their youthful voices that instead of indulging my desire to shop, I stood there listening to Christmas music for an hour and a half.


As I was waiting for the pastor to return from her shopping, I felt guided to look to my left, where I saw in bright lights the words THOMAS KINCAID GALLERIES. Stunned, I walked over and saw in the window the very painting that I had been admiring in the magazine on the plane. I walked in and had only one question of the gallery people: Do you ship? I didn't care what the price was, because I had to have the painting.


My guidance for that Sunday's message had been to teach the parable of The Prodigal Son related by Jesus in the Gospel of Luke (15:11-32), allowing myself to be guided by the Spirit as to what to say about the key words in that passage. As I awoke early Monday morning for my prayer and meditation time, I received guidance to begin the four-day intensive with the same parable, but to couple it with the guidance of the Spirit leading me to the Kincaid painting. I did not know yet—as I don't for most of my messages in retreats—where this was going to go. But at the end of my teaching that morning, I realized that the story of the Prodigal is not the story of two physical beings, the son and his father, but the story of our return to the essence of our true nature, which is Spirit.


That journey takes many forms and is conceptualized in different ways by different cultures and different spiritual traditions. According to the Vedic map of the human energy system developed by the Hindu tradition, our vital energy is contained in seven centers of consciousness called chakras. These energy centers are not actually located in the physical body, as some people believe. The physical body is surrounded by several subtle bodies or energetic sheaths, and the chakras are located within those; they do correspond, however, to certain areas of the physical body, beginning at the base of the spine and moving up to the crown of the head. Through various psychophysical practices including yoga, breath control, and meditation, practitioners have traditionally sought to cleanse the chakras in sequence from bottom to top. This purification of the body facilitates the flow of energy—called prana in India, chi in China, and grace in the Western Christian system—as a prelude to Divine union.


The movement of the individual soul through the stages of healing prior to union with God is described by Indian teachings as the upward movement of energy through the chakras. What in the East is called liberation, enlightenment, or awakening {Buddha means literally “one who has awakened”), in the Western mystical tradition is known as the Divine marriage, the return to God. Although this path has usually been relegated to the mystical literature and has not been promulgated among the public by the institutional religions of the West, it does appear in coded form in the parable of the Prodigal Son.


As I realized that morning in Tustin, this story is not about a father and his two sons, but rather about the growth of spiritual consciousness. The path taken by the younger son, who squanders his inheritance in debauchery, represents a journey away from and then a return to the Father's house, a return to God and the essence of his true nature, which is Spirit. In addition, the parable replicates the five stages of healing, as we will see.


The story of the Prodigal goes like this. A man had two sons. The younger son told his father that he wanted his share of his inheritance without waiting for his father to die. His father agreed to divide his wealth between his two sons. A few days later, the younger son anxiously packed up all of his belongings and took a trip to a distant land, where he wasted all of his money on wild living. About the time his money ran out, a great famine swept over the land and he began to starve. Persuading a local farmer to hire him to feed his pigs, the young man became so hungry that even the husks that he was giving to the pigs looked good to him.


Reduced to such humiliating straits, the young man began to think about his situation. When he finally came to his senses, he realized that while he was dying of hunger, back home even his father's hired men had food enough to spare. He resolved to go home and say, “Father, I have sinned against you and against heaven. I am no longer worthy of being called your child. Please take me on as a hired hand.”


So he returned home, and while he was still a long way off, his father saw him coming and was filled with loving compassion and ran to him and embraced and kissed him. His son said what he had rehearsed, but his father simply told the servants to bring the finest robe in the house and put it on his son, and a jeweled ring for his finger and sandals for his feet. “Kill the fatted calf,” he added. “We must celebrate with a feast, for this son of mine was dead and is now returned to life. He was lost and now is found.” And the party began.


The elder son was distraught at this and asked his father why all this fuss was being made over the son who had squandered his inheritance. “I have stayed and faithfully worked for you all my life, and you have never killed the fatted calf for me.”


And the father said, “Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours. But it was right to rejoice in the return of your brother, for I thought him dead, and yet he is alive, was lost and now is found.” 


The Prodigal has always been one of my favorite stories and teaching tools from the Christian Testament. But over time, certain words and phrases have leapt out at me with special significance when I meditated on this parable of Jesus—phrases such as “distant country,” “squandered his wealth,” “severe famine,” “came to his senses,” and “his father saw him and filled with compassion went out to embrace him.” I was taught by my Scripture professors in graduate school and in seminary that in studying the sacred writings of any religious tradition, we ought to remember that the ancients generally looked beyond the surface or even the metaphorical level to the mystical level to draw out certain words or phrases that have spiritual resonance.


As I continued teaching the parable of the Prodigal at my intensives since that morning, specific words began to jump out at me again. I expounded on them as if I had studied these particular phrases for years. Reading the words distant country, for example, I began to see very profoundly in the depths of my being that any time we feel separated and alienated from the presence of God, from that Spirit at the very core of our being, we are living in a distant country. When we begin to focus only on the material world, we lose sight of our true essence of divinity as if it were far off in the distance. We are then squandering the wealth of our spiritual essence in what could be called “wild living”—living that is off course from our true nature, going in a direction other than love, peace, joy, and spiritual power. We have lost our citizenship in the spiritual dimension and have become a citizen of the material world. That experience alone creates a severe famine within our being, a hunger and a thirst that cannot be filled by any food other than God. Like the prodigal, we need to return, to become aware of our true consciousness.


The father sees his son coming from “a long way off,” as if he had been scanning the horizon, no matter how long the boy has been gone, waiting for him to return. This is a perfect example of what God is: always there, always conscious of us, never judging, never condemning, but waiting for the return of His children. Before the son is even close by, the father runs out to greet him and embraces and kisses him and makes him feel that he is truly beloved, in spite of all his misdeeds. As the old mystical saying goes, If you take one step in God's direction, He will take ten steps toward you.


Even as the boy tries to express his sorrow to his father, his dad just won't hear of it. He says, in effect, “Son, it's okay.” Immediately the father tells his servants to bring “the best robe and put it on him.” The boy was probably almost naked or in rags, so the father restores him to his former state and even embellishes his appearance by putting a ring on his finger. In mystical terminology, the ring is a symbol of spiritual authority, and putting the ring on the son's finger is a sign that the young man has realized his true essence. He now sees that he can live in the consciousness of his heavenly Parent. In his position, we might say, “I am an emanation of light. If God is Divine light-energy and love, then as a child of God, I am an emanation of energy and love.”


I was struck most forcibly by the fact that the Prodigal's awakening occurs when the young man feels the hunger in his stomach and begins to realize that when he was in the father's house, he never longed for anything. Every need was already met before he even thought of asking for it. Recognizing his hunger, his sense of separation and alienation from his father and his father's house, the boy then comes to his senses.


Like the Prodigal, all of us are incarnated into form and matter and lose our way. Then at some point, usually through some form of crisis, we begin to come to our senses, and this marks the initiation of the unfolding of consciousness. Out of love, the Divine Parent allows certain things to occur in our lives that act as wake-up calls to spur us to return to the essence of our true nature. Ultimately, the Prodigal Son returns from the land of matter and form to the land of Divine energy, light, and life. He hears his wake-up call urging him to confront his fears and illusions, which, just as with our own lives, are so often the basis of all suffering, all inner hunger.


By following the path of this story and its many implications throughout this book, I hope to offer you an opportunity to grow spiritually and heal your sense of separation from God. In my first book, The Healing Path of Prayer, I presented an overview of the principles of prayer as it applies to the experience of God's Divine energy (the Holy Spirit) in our lives. Now I would like to take you through the journey of healing and its relationship to our life of prayer. The five stages that we will be looking at are the awakening stage, the purification stage, the illuminative stage, the dark night of the soul, and the stage of Divine union. Although the stages may overlap and are not always clearly discernible, you ought to recognize that spiritual growth and healing are taking place on some level of your being at each stage.


The Five Stages


The first stage, or awakening, is the simplest of the five stages of healing, and yet it can take the longest because we don't usually get the message the first time. We may be cruising along in life, thinking that we have it made, when suddenly something happens that snaps us out of our complacency. On the other hand, we may be stumbling and groping our way along, confused and mentally disheveled, when we hit bottom, as they say in the Twelve-Step Programs, and realize that we need to change our life. During the awakening, a crisis may occur: divorce, the death of a loved one, abandonment, losing your job or all your money, or being diagnosed with a serious or terminal illness. What's important is not the crisis itself, but being brought to the point at which you ask, “Is this all there is in life?”


It makes little difference which scenario we are living when the wake-up calls arrive, because if we are ready and willing to listen to them, they will urge us to turn our lives around. Suddenly our accomplishments seem hollow, the reputation we worked so hard to achieve loses its meaning, and the good life isn't so great after all. We may realize that our life is a mess, that we need to change a job that is stifling us, get out of a frustrating or abusive marriage, or change the habits that are taking us away from God. Once again, the immediate circumstances don't matter as much as the fact that they provide the impetus we need to start to reexamine our lives.


After the awakening has finally taken hold and we have made substantial changes in the way we live, we become so consumed with our awareness of God that we begin to remove every obstacle that keeps us from experiencing God. Following the cold shock of the awakening, the purification  stage can be a gentle and even blissful period, during which we set about lovingly clearing the dross out of our spiritual life. Some people begin a regular prayer and meditation practice or choose to follow a religious tradition, possibly returning to the birth religion they had long since rejected; others change their diets and start a regimen of exercise or yoga; still others may decide they need to change where they live or the kind of work they do to allow their lives to be more in sync with their newfound desire to be closer to God. Although some amount of sacrifice and uprooting of old patterns may be in order, we generally experience these as satisfying and fulfilling, and the psychic and physical energy that is generated by prayer, meditation, yoga, or exercise is usually more than enough to fuel the most challenging life changes.


In the stage of illumination,  certain spiritual phenomena and graces begin to express themselves. In certain cases, healings occur, prophecy is given, and people sing or pray in languages they have never learned. Those extraordinary experiences can be dangerous in some ways; they can give you a heady feeling, a sense that you have been singled out for special powers. These are powerful experiences, but for that very reason, if you are not prepared for them, they can distract you from your real purpose, especially if you talk about your exploits.


 “You spoke in tongues?”


“That's right, I spoke in tongues. Do you speak in tongues? No? Too bad.” I have witnessed people getting caught up in these manifestations of spiritual power, especially at conventions of Charismatic Catholics in which I participated in Southern California and Chicago. They would get up to testify about an experience they had—“testifying” in this context meaning confessing or witnessing an experience of receiving God's grace. That's all well and good, but in some of these situations I was observing, the subtext was often “I have had this experience, and so I must be somebody.”


The truth is that you already are somebody—you just don't know it. Experiences of spiritual powers don't give you anything you didn't have before; they are just manifestations of something good occurring within. They do not bestow healthy self-esteem upon you if you don't already have it. But I guarantee that unless you already possess a sturdy sense of self-worth, you will fall prey to your own ego and could end up submarined by delusions of spiritual grandeur.


Every mystic I have ever studied, from Paramahansa Yogananda to John of the Cross, has warned us to be very careful of spiritual or psychic phenomena because they will rebound on you and destroy you. In India, where advanced psychic powers including telepathy and bilocation have long been accepted manifestations of advanced spiritual progress, the masters continue to warn aspirants to ignore these powers, which they call siddhis. The reason is not that anything is inherently wrong with such powers, which are very real and are practiced beneficially by the great saints, but that attachment to them can lead to the misperception that they automatically bestow saintliness on the bearer. When we hear about so-called advanced spiritual masters abusing their positions through financial or sexual misconduct, it is often a sign that they have allowed themselves to be deluded by their own attainments.


That's why the Master Jesus said that when you pray, go into your closet where you are alone with God. He meant both to enter a place of inner connection with God, shutting out outside distractions, and to pray in such a way that you do not call attention to yourself. That way, if you do receive heady spiritual phenomena, you can let them be between you and God. Paul was addressing this issue in his First Letter to the Corinthians (13:1-2), when he said, “If I speak in the tongues of men and angels, but have not love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but have not love, I am nothing. “ Spiritual phenomena do not make you great in the eyes of God. What makes you great is love for God, yourself, and others.


I want to make clear, though, that spiritual phenomena need not be anything so obvious as jumping up at a prayer meeting and speaking in tongues, or rolling on the floor in ecstasy, spouting prophecies that may or may not be genuine, or levitating during meditative trance. Spiritual phenomena can and often are as subtle as receiving a hunch or intuition that you ought to do something or call someone, or that you ought not do something. It is a question of receptivity. You look at a menu in a restaurant, find something you think you will like, and decide to order it. But then somebody else in your party says, “Wow, the fish special looks good! I think I'll have that.” You change your order—and when the dish comes, you hate it.


The dark night of the soul  is one of the most powerful healing stages one can work through, and yet it is also one of the most harrowing. In the two stages that precede it, you are directing the action. During the illumination, you learn to follow your hunches, to recognize the workings of Spirit in your subtlest intuitions. In the purification stage, you do the purifying, removing obstacles from your life that you feel are keeping you from a more profound experience of God. You take away from your life what you consider to be bad to replace it with good. But during the dark night, God takes charge and begins to pull the rug out from under you, removing the good things to make you receptive to the best. You may feel that your life is going well materially and spiritually, but God knows that you can be more. So He throws you a challenge, but the scary part is that you don't feel that you're in control anymore.


Because teachings about the dark night are often so misguided, many people are afraid to enter this stage, so they set up blocks to healing. Put simply, the dark night is a period—it can and usually does stretch on for years—during which we feel lost. We have begun in earnest to leave behind our old ways, the old comforts and securities that we have clung to for most of our lives, but we haven't yet reached the far shore, as Buddhism refers to enlightenment. Caught somewhere between our old self, which now seems dry and desiccated, and a new self that hasn't fully formed, we may even feel that God has abandoned us, and we may regret ever having started out on this path. “The mystical path is best not taken,” writes Swami Muktananda. “But once begun, there is no turning back.”


Once we learn to accept the feeling of wandering in the dark and begin to have faith that God will see us through, we are then ready to enter the fifth and final stage, which is called by various religious traditions mystical marriage, the Divine romance, or Divine union. The Eastern Orthodox Churches may have the best term to define the fifth stage: deification. During this stage, you become aware that you are of God, and once you know that, you no longer merely believe it. All beliefs are undercut with doubts. Until you ponder a particular belief and come to know it to be true, it is still only a belief, and it will fill your life with confusion. When you shift during the stage of deification to knowing that God is for you, then your life changes profoundly. Your overwhelming assurance of the love of God manifests itself in a strong desire to be of service to others. There ceases to be any significant difference between God's will and your will, because you have become a vessel of his peace, to borrow a phrase from the prayer of St. Francis.


As we discuss these stages, you ought not feel guilty or inadequate, saying, for instance, “I'm only in purification.” You must take each level for what it is, be aware of where you are, be grateful for it, and allow yourself to grow into the next level at your own rate of development. Do not think because you have a physical malady that has not healed that you have somehow failed; as I have said, profound healing also takes place on the psychological, emotional, and spiritual levels.


Just as enlightenment and healing usually come in stages, so our receptivity to God's will evolves over time. We make a mistake to try to rush the process or to expect it to happen too quickly. We also learn to pray in a series of stages that, as they unfold, often parallel the five stages of healing and enlightenment, as we will see in part 2 of this book. By coming to recognize and know each stage, learning how prayer affects and is affected by each stage, and becoming acquainted with the potential pitfalls and negative reflections that can crop up in certain stages—what I call the shadow side of the healing process—you will be able to move more mindfully through each stage in turn.
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CHAPTER TWO


The Awakening Stage




Anumber of years ago I was stationed in a large parish along with two other priests in order to attend to 3,000 people. Our church was large enough for about a thousand people, and rather than celebrate six masses every Sunday with a half-empty church, we decided to divide up the parish among the three of us and each say one mass on Sunday that would be distinctive. That way the congregation would get to know our personal styles of saying mass and could come back to the priest who most appealed to them. The pastor was an older, traditional man who took the 10:30 mass and kept it traditional. The choir sang the old hymns, and the congregation just listened; they didn't even sing along. This priest even kept a little of the old Church Latin, and the people who came to his mass loved that. 


The second priest was from Spain, and he agreed to take the eight o'clock mass and do it in Spanish. We had a fairly large Hispanic population in the parish, including a number of Mariachi musicians who agreed to play and sing the hymns in Spanish. This was a great success, and the mass was frequently full.


I said that I would take the 9:15 mass, although my first thought when I volunteered was, Why did I say that? The 9:15 was the worst mass because for some reason, only about 200 people usually came at that hour, and they all sat in the back. Then I heard myself say, “Let's make this kind of a rock mass.”


The pastor said, “Wha-what do you mean, a rock mass?”


I told him that I would go to the parish school and see how many children, young people, even high school students wanted to be a part of the choir. I ended up with 55 young and enthusiastic volunteers, mostly from high school, who played the drums, the organ, the piano, maracas, tambourines, everything. Within three months, this mass was standing room only. The good news was that there were often capacity crowds at the other masses, too, because the word had gotten out that the priests in this parish were a little more open and spontaneous than most, and we were starting to draw some people from neighboring parishes.


One morning, after about three months of capacity attendance at my masses, as the announcements were made and the lector asked the congregation to rise and sing the opening hymn, I started to walk down the aisle as usual. We always vested in the back of the church and came down the long aisle that led to the altar. It was Laetare Sunday—in the Catholic Church that's the third Sunday in Advent, a celebratory mass when the priest wears pink vestments. Coming down the aisle, I thought, Listen to those people clapping and singing —over a thousand of them!


It was hard to remain humble because I kind of felt like Nero walking down that aisle. I held a hymnal, but there was a part of me that wanted to wave like one of those Roman emperors in a Hollywood movie—played by Peter Ustinov, who was about the same body type as I was then. In those days we had luxurious vestments, including a long, white alb that was made of linen, based on a sacred garment worn by high priests in the Old Testament. The linen was as much as a foot longer than the one wearing it, so you had to tuck it up and tie it with a cord called a cincture. These garments were all symbolic; the cincture, for example, was a symbol of the statement that Jesus made to Peter: “There will come a time in which a cord will be wrapped around you, and you will be led where you don't want to go.” This means that the Holy Spirit will do the leading; as a priest, you will give up your ego and go where the Spirit leads you.


In the seminary, where you study all manner of odd things, we actually took lessons on how to tie the cincture so it wouldn't come loose. I thought I had tied it properly, but as I was coming down the aisle, unknown to me the knot began to unravel. The altar has six marble steps, with three big marble thrones on top, and the biggest of the three was mine. As I said, it isn't easy to be humble in a situation like that. When I got to the foot of the altar, I looked up at the splendor in front of me and I bowed. And when I bowed, so did the cord; it loosened completely and fell to the floor. As I went to take my first step up the altar, that extra foot of the alb draped itself over my shoe, and in two seconds I was kissing the altar step.


The most humbling thing at that moment was to realize that not everybody in that audience loved me. I had been under the impression that they did, yet when I hit the marble and heard some of the people let out an “Ohhhhhh,” I just as clearly heard some of them laughing. At the time I weighed 240 pounds, and I was lying on the floor thinking, My God, how am I going to get up? Neither of my altar boys weighed more than 80 pounds. I looked up at the closest one, whose eyes were like silver dollars as he stared at me, and I said, “Pick me up!”


“What?” he said.


“I said, pick me up!”


The kid threw up both hands and practically yelled out, “With what?”


He probably meant that he would have to call for a derrick and windlass to hoist my carcass from where it lay. Under the circumstances, I did the only thing possible. I gave myself a quick push up with both arms, picked up the cord and the extra length of alb, and continued walking up those steps. Suddenly I saw the whole scene as if from an overhead camera, and I started to laugh, realizing how funny I must have looked to everyone else. You could say that I expanded my consciousness to include the consciousness of the people watching me, and shared in their laughter. It occurred to me later that God had literally brought me to my knees. At that moment, however, the thought came into my consciousness: Ronald, you have only two choices in this matter, as you do with all of life. You can become bitter or you can become better; it's up to you.


 That's when the awakening stage began for me. I became a repentant prodigal in my own right and decided that I didn't have to live in depression or despair. I didn't have to continue to live wearing masks filled with fear, which is what the story of the Prodigal Son is all about. I've since had other wake-up calls, because one usually isn't enough, but this was the one that got me started. Like the Prodigal, I had become separated from God, from loved ones, and from all creation. I had entered the priesthood with every intention of serving humanity and growing closer to God, but along the way I had become lost in what the mystical poet Dante famously referred to as the “dark wood of error.” I had grown complacent and bloated, both figuratively and literally, and had delusions of my own grandeur. There's nothing like falling flat on your face in front of a thousand people to deflate that particular bubble.


In the awakening stage, whatever happens to us makes us confront our fears, and until we confront our fears, we can never effectively be healed. I don't mean simply a healing of the body, a healing of the spirit, or a healing of the soul, as profound as those are. I mean nothing less than the healing of our whole life so that our life can be a celebration and experience of joy.


The metaphorical story of the Prodigal as the journey of consciousness goes something like this: We have all come from the realm called the heavenly. We are emanations of God's light, but at some point we decide to go it alone. This can be a necessary step in life, of course. The Russian mystic Gurdjieff used to say that before you can lose your ego, you first have to have a fully developed one. At a certain point, we may decide to take control of our lives—a good thing—but we do it in a way that takes us away from God and into the land of illusion. There we may sojourn for some time until the awakening starts us on the path back to God. That's when we learn that there is another way to take control of our lives—by surrendering and turning our lives over to the Holy Spirit.


The story of the Prodigal is the story of moving from the land of illusion back to the land of Spirit. The Prodigal's awakening occurred when the young man felt the hunger in his stomach and began to realize that when he had been in a state of conscious connection to the Divine Parent (living in his father's house), he never longed for anything. Every need was already met before he could even think of asking for it. Then the Prodigal did what we all do at some time in our lives: He left the house of the Father, abandoning the essence of God's love, to become a person who not only lives in the world but is of the world. When we do that, we lose our direction and our sense of oneness, which is replaced by a sense of separation. We find ourselves starving to death in the famine of the senses; after the awakening, we begin to move back from the land of matter and separateness to the land of Spirit and light and union with the Divine energy of God.


That is the essence of healing, whether we think that what we want to heal is a physical ailment, a disease or disability, a psychological scar, or even a spiritual malady—a feeling of distance from God or of aridity in our soul. The healing I mean is a healing into wholeness in which no aspect of the human agenda is left unhealed. Those who seek to heal their spiritual separation by turning their backs on the rest of humanity, for instance, are not necessarily healing their lives. They may actually be dividing themselves even more than they had been. Many monastics and ascetics do not necessarily become better people, although they may become more pious. In fact, any time you set up a paradigm of “us” versus “them,” you no longer sense the oneness of God within you. That's what the story of the Prodigal is about, whatever form it takes in your own life.


When the father in the parable gives a share of the estate to his younger son, the word share implies that the fullness is gone. When he was living on his father's estate, he enjoyed the fullness of life. Once he has separated from the estate, however, his fortunes begin to decline. Once in the “distant country,” the son squanders his wealth of conscious awareness that he is one with God and every need is met. The moment we pull away and begin to believe we can do this on our own, that consciousness falls apart. “Wild living” or “loose living” here is a symbol of being in the world and of the world. “And after he had spent everything,” the text continues, “a great famine arose in that country and he began to be in want.” Spending everything has fairly clear implications of the utter depletion of one's psychic and spiritual energy. The famine represents the lack of spiritual nourishment that results from distancing oneself from the Father.


What Jesus is attempting to tell us is simple: You must make an effort to remain aware of your oneness with God. But how do you do that? For me, the answer is prayer. That's why prayer needs to be the first priority in our life. People often say they don't have time for prayer. When I was growing up, a song was very popular among my Protestant friends called “Sweet Hour of Prayer.” In recent years, I always seem to hear a preacher say, “Now let's have a word of prayer.” What happened to the Sweet Hour? Without at least an hour in prayer each day, my work would become a futile effort of intellectual gymnastics. Prayer breaks down countless barriers and makes my work go easier and faster; every minute I spend in it seems to be repaid ten times over. A Course In Miracles (20.IV.8.4-6) puts it this way:


Once you accept [God's] plan as the one function that you would fulfill, there will be nothing else the Holy Spirit will not arrange for you without your effort. He will go before you making straight your path, and leaving in your way no stones to trip on, and no obstacles to bar your way. Nothing you need will be denied you.


That text actually paraphrases Isaiah 45:2, in which the Lord says to Cyrus, “I will go before you and will humble the great ones of the earth. I will break in pieces the gates of brass and will burst the bars of iron.” That's the way the Spirit speaks to me, saying, in effect, “Ronald, I can do this without any help from you, thank you.” All we have to do is surrender and follow the hunches, thoughts, and ideas that are given to us, and the Spirit will go before us making straight our path and leaving no obstacles. Nothing we need will be denied us, and all seeming difficulties will melt away before we reach them. This is not to be confused with Calvinist predestination, or the bom-again Christian notion that once you're saved, you don't have to do anything more. As St. Paul tells us, we have to work out our salvation with a sense of awe. In the Gospel of John (21:18), Jesus says to Peter:




I assure you,


when you were young,


you put on your own belt


and walked wherever you pleased;


but when you grow old


you will stretch out your hands,


and someone else will put a belt around you


and take you where you would rather not go.




Although this verse is sometimes interpreted as Christ's prediction to Peter of the death that he must suffer to glorify God, I believe it refers to the death that all of us must go through to please God, which is the death of ego dominance—not the death of the ego per se but of its dominance in our lives. In this regard, four Scriptural quotations have changed my life:


I cry to God who fulfills his purpose for me.


 Psalm 57:2




God will perform that which He has appointed for me to do.


Psalm 138:8




God perfects that which concerns me, for the Lord performs that which he has planned for me.


Job 23:14




Man charts the course of his life, but God guides the footsteps.


Proverbs 16:9




What all these Scriptures are saying about the journey back to God is that without joy, love, peace, or gratitude, there can be no lasting healing. And these virtues emanate from a life yielded to the Spirit in trust and confidence.


That day years ago when I fell on the altar, I didn't learn the lesson I was intended to. It took another ten years or so for me to realize that the only choices we have when responding to anything that seems to go wrong in our lives are, as I said, to become bitter or to become better. Any awakening is about confronting our fears and allowing God's Spirit to alleviate those fears by yielding to the Spirit's direction as we perceive it within us.


I want to remind you, however, of the essential gentleness and compassion of the Father during what can be the profoundly upsetting time of the awakening. He expects us to discipline ourselves to be alert to Spirit's urgings, but not to beat ourselves over the head. In his wonderfully healing book How Good Do We Have to Be?, Rabbi Harold Kushner concludes with a statement that sums up the story of the Prodigal and the story of my own life in a way that makes this point very eloquently: “Life is not a trap set for us by God so that He can condemn us for failing.” Kushner writes:


Life is not a spelling bee, where no matter how many words you have gotten right, if you make one mistake you are disqualified. Life is more like a baseball season, where even the best team loses one-third of its games and even the worst team has its days of brilliance. Our goal is not to go all year without ever losing a game. Our goal is to win more than we lose, and if we can do that consistently enough, then when the end comes, we will have won it all.
  In the beginning, in the infancy of the human race as in the infancy of an individual human being, life was simple. Then we ate of the fruit of the tree and we gained the knowledge that some things are good and others are bad. We learned how painfully complex life could be.
  But at the end, if we are brave enough to love, if we are strong enough to forgive, if we are generous enough to rejoice in another's happiness, and if we are wise enough to know that there is enough love to go around for us all, then we can achieve a fulfillment that no other living creature will ever know. We can reenter paradise.


The point of Rabbi Kushner's book is that we misinterpret Genesis by seeing Adam and Eve as being punished for their sin of eating the fruit of the tree forbidden to them. What they did, he says, was to become human, to enter the world of polarities and difficult moral decisions. The Greek scholar of mysticism Kyriacos Markides likens the state of Adam and Eve to “the state of the Soul just prior to its entrance into the worlds of time and space where experience can be acquired.” According to the Teachings, the ancient mystical wisdom to which Markides has been made privy, “Adam and Eve are not being expelled from Paradise, but voluntarily leave the paradisiac state with the blessings of God the Father (or Mother) in the same way that the Prodigal Son (or Daughter) leaves the loving parental palace.”


Markides sees the Prodigal, as I do, as a prototype of the seeker, the human soul that has begun the arduous process of awakening and has voluntarily left the sham paradise of ignorance to engage the spiritual path. He will encounter suffering and deprivation and will undergo a change of heart, but the journey will one day lead him back to his Father's estate. “When the Prodigal Son leaves the Palace,” Markides concludes, “he does so precisely because in reality he wishes to become conscious of the Palace to which eventually he will return.”


In the awakening stage, as I have said, something earth-shattering usually happens—often a crisis that gets your attention and makes you realize that you are not in control. It can be a divorce, the onset of a serious illness, an automobile accident, the death of a loved one, or losing your job or all your savings. Most of us think of these events as disasters, although we could just as easily view them as the opening of the journey of healing and enlightenment. In a few cases, the awakening may be initiated by a religious or spiritual experience. To the person on the Hindu path, whether Indian or not, this would be called the Kundalini experience; to the Christian it might be called the born-again experience. Although the term born again has become a negative cliche wrongly associated with certain conservative political views, the conversion experience itself—which may more accurately be described as a rebirth of self-worth—is valid and real, and has nothing to do with political viewpoints. (According to several studies conducted by the prestigious Princeton Religious Research Center, two out of three Americans who identify themselves as “born-again” Christians hold liberal social views and disassociate themselves from the so-called Religious Right.) A conversion experience can be as simple as going to church at Christmas for the first time in many years and waking up to the fact that God is. God suddenly moves through your whole being; you begin to cry without knowing why, and you are suffused by a longing for love and peace and joy You desire to fill a void in the spiritual dimension, or what I call “the God gap”—a sense of emptiness that only the experience of God's presence can fill.


As for the Kundalini experience, you don't have to be a Hindu to have it, because the literature is full of accounts by Westerners with no background in Eastern religion who have had such spontaneous openings. But like true conversion experiences, they are relatively rare, because most of us are too dense. My experience, both of my own life and of many people I have counseled over the years, is that it often takes something closer to a material or physical crisis than what is commonly referred to as a “religious experience” to start the awakening process. We tend to be so firmly connected to the material world, especially in the West, that we need to have some of our familiar supports pulled out from under us before we are willing to let go. A serious illness, for instance, may change our daily consciousness in remarkable ways. Especially after undergoing a long course of medical treatment involving drugs, surgery, or radiation treatments, people have reported actually feeling separated from their physical bodies in ways that have led them to reevaluate their entire lives.


On a basic human level, someone whose child or loved one almost dies will often report that the experience has made them rethink their priorities; the result may not be a religious conversion but can be as simple as deciding to spend more time with their family and less time in the rat race. After such an experience, men and women in high-pressure careers in business, the professions, or professional sports often decide to cut back on their commitment to their work, to “stop and smell the roses.” They would hardly describe this as an awakening, yet in some form it is.


One woman who came to my workshop in California was a typical example. She announced that she had joined the Unity Church two and a half years ago when her 30-year marriage ended. “Up until that time I had been in complete charge of my life,” she told the group. “I had planned everything so completely, and then the bottom fell out. Now I'm learning that it was probably the best thing that ever happened. I'm here to heal and to continue on that path.”


Whatever the circumstances, someone who has had an awakening has reached the threshold at which they are finally willing to say, “I'm ready to do something different.” They haven't recognized yet that their life up to this point has already been a kind of crucifixion, yet the awakening stage is the symbolic resurrection. They begin to see both themselves and God in a different light. Maybe they become aware of some of the beautiful passages of the Jewish tradition in the Hebrew Bible, in which God is saying, “I lay before you life and death, blessings and curses. Choose life, that you may love God” (Deut. 30:19). Or the passage in the Prophet Jeremiah (29:11) in which the Lord says, “The plans I have for you are not plans to destroy you but to give you a future and a hope.” Does that sound like the God you were raised with?


One important aspect of the awakening stage is a rising awareness of the power of choice. Whether we make a momentous decision or not, we do tend to become aware of the options facing us, and this may generate an uncomfortable tension. A psychotherapist once described this situation in terms of baseball. Whether you hit a home run or strike out, your course of action is relatively simple; either you circle the bases and get congratulated by your teammates, or you carry your bat back to the dugout. But if you hit a ball in the gap, as you round first base you have a decision to make: play it safe and stay at first, or try to stretch your single into a double. What you decide to do will depend on a whole range of factors, including how far the ball was hit, the strength of the outfielder's arm, your own speed, and maybe how lucky you're feeling at the moment. Likewise, people who have had an awakening experience may feel exhilarated in some ways, but they may also feel the discomfort that opportunity often presents: Play it safe and stay where you are, or try to stretch things to the next level.


Most people in this scenario remain stuck in the awakening stage until they become aware that it will take some specific action on their part to move out of this stage into the next one. They may be subliminally aware that they need to start moving—hence the feelings of discomfort and tension—but they often find ways to quell those suspicions—at least until the next wake-up call arrives and hits them a little harder.


Unlike the way spiritual conversions have been romanticized by certain movies and books, the awakening stage can be experienced as difficult precisely because it urges us to begin to confront certain issues within us that we have previously ignored or suppressed. Life can no longer go on as usual; it has suddenly and irrevocably been infused with a deep sense of longing, separation, alienation, and aloneness. You may experience this as a confrontation between you and God, between you and others in your life, or between two contradictory drives within yourself. If the conflict is within, it may cause you to come to terms with your own fears and anxieties, real or imagined; as well as your feelings of guilt, shame, depression, despair, and whatever is perceived to have caused those feelings.


The Role of Prayer


During the awakening stage, you will ask yourself the three questions I posed at the beginning of chapter 1. The “Peggy Lee” question— Is this all there is?—can be the most difficult of the three. Wherever you are in your walk, you have come to the awareness that even after achieving whatever it was you thought you wanted, you don't feel full. You may have been looking for success in your work, for artistic achievement, financial security, a relationship with someone you truly love, a stable family, or just a life of pleasure. You may either have achieved those things or been torn apart in failing to, but the net result is the same: You end up suspecting that there must be more to life than the particular set of habits and conveniences and fears and anxieties that have become part of your everyday awareness.


When you come face to face with these questions, you have two paths of response. You can either go back to where you were before the questions arose—your pre-awakening stage—or you can commit yourself to moving on honestly, no matter how difficult the path may appear. But how do you move on? What can help you make the transition from blissfully (or miserably) ignorant to painfully aware?


One important event that often accompanies the excitement and discomfort of the awakening is a rekindling of prayer. Our prayers usually begin at the most self-absorbed level as prayers of petition: “God, I haven't prayed for so long that You probably don't remember who I am. But I need a job, so could you send one?” Or “I need a healing, or my spouse or child or parent needs a healing. How about it?” We expect God to come to us because we're ringing the temple bell, as it were. The problem with those kinds of prayers is that, because they arise out of fear—fear that we will suffer or be overcome by material forces of some kind—they generate negative energy, which in turn short-circuits the connection between the human and Divine levels.


This may at first appear absurd. Why would a loving God hold it against us that we ask for something rather than affirm that we believe that it is His will for us to have that same thing—whether material prosperity, health, companionship, inner strength, or enlightenment. Yet it makes perfect sense on a psychological level that if we are constantly asking for a handout from the Divine, we will feel as if we are on the spiritual dole. If, in contrast, we acknowledge that we are already in possession of what we need and that the Father wants us to have it, we have moved off welfare and onto spiritual workfare.


One way of looking at prayers of petition might be to say that, because of the short-circuiting effect of our fearful energy, they may never reach the Divine. But even that perception presupposes that the Divine is somehow inaccessible unless you say the right magic words. It may be more accurate to acknowledge that these prayers are ineffectual because we have already made up our mind about precisely what form the answer should take. We want that high-paying job, that new house, that attractive mate, that perfect health, that comfortable life. But we are not open to the possibility that God may choose to answer our prayers in another way, and so when the answer takes an unfamiliar, unexpected, or perhaps an unwelcome form, we ignore it, because we literally cannot see it coming. Out of fear, we close our minds; consciously or unconsciously, we fear that God's answer will challenge us or cause us discomfort. We may say that we want to go forward on our spiritual path, and we may ask God to help us advance. But if the answer is that we first have to lose our job, change our partner, or suffer through a serious illness, chances are that we aren't going to be disposed to hear that answer. In fact, we may feel that God has abandoned us, that our prayers have gone unanswered, and we may stop praying altogether.


Maintaining receptivity is vital to all prayer, but especially so to prayers of petition if they are to rise above the status of what I call “gimme” prayers. If you are going to ask for God's help, at least be sure that you stay open to receiving it, and do everything on your end that you can. It doesn't do much good to pray for a job and then sit home and wait for something to happen, or to pray for healing but then give in to feelings of doubt and hopelessness. Healings do not always occur instantaneously but, like enlightenment, take place over long periods of time. A case in point is a woman named Janice, who does secretarial work for me. She accepted the possibility of being healed, but she still had a lot of work to do to remain receptive to God's message. I'll let Janice tell her own story, as she related it to me recently:


I had been diagnosed with uterine cancer and was scheduled for surgery. On the way home from the doctor's office, I had an impulse to call two women in your ministry. The first one said that she would pray for me; the other said that she and her husband would come to my house to pray with me the Sunday before my surgery. They didn't even know where I lived, which was some distance away, but they agreed to come anyway.
  The natural human response for someone in my situation might have been to get really shaken up and go to pieces, but something told me to keep my mind on the positive side. I've learned if you let a little bit of negativity slip into your mind, a whole hurricane can then come rushing in after. Each day when I wasn't working, I kept myself occupied by watching your videos just to maintain a positive mind-set, and I kept the word of God on my mind. At night I listened to guided meditations on a tape player by my bed. If I couldn't sleep because of anxious thoughts, I just kept the meditation tapes going. I wouldn't let my mind get away from me.
  The Sunday afternoon before my surgery was scheduled, the woman I had called came with her husband to pray with me. I sat between them on the couch as her husband read from the Bible and we sang some of the hymns we used to sing in your services. We prayed a little more, and then her husband looked at me and said, “You know you are going to be okay, don't you?”
  “What did you say?” I asked.
  “He has already told us that you're going to be okay,” he said.
  I cried tears of gratitude. That was all I needed to hear. I cleaned my house, did my laundry, and ironed all that afternoon. Everything went very smoothly for me after that. Following the surgery on Monday, I was back to work within three weeks. The surgeon was very pleased with the results of my surgery, and prescribed radiation treatments as a preventive measure. I had 28 radiation treatments, all scheduled on my lunch hour. I was the only patient there who ate her lunch in the car on the way to radiation!
  I'm very grateful that God is working in my life. There is no doubt in my mind that I did so well because I believed in His promise that I was going to be okay. And I've never doubted it since.


Janice was not miraculously able to banish negative thoughts or anxieties through prayer alone. Whenever she began to feel fearful, however, instead of indulging the feeling, she countered by watching videos and listening to tapes, sometimes five or six hours at a time. She fed her mind with the videos and tapes, and she fed her spirit by seeking out other people for prayer and comfort. And then she helped her soul, as Thomas Moore might put it, by cleaning, washing, and ironing—activities that seem mundane but that can also be very grounding and comforting in times of crisis.


Medjugorje


We can all remember those mornings from our childhood when our mothers would try to get us up for school and we kept falling back to sleep. Maybe it was a big test that we weren't prepared for, or the bully we didn't want to face, or just a sleepless night that was making it so hard for us to wake up. It's a little like that with the awakening stage of healing, which can cover 20 years or more in some cases as you go through one wake-up call after another before you finally get the message. Each call takes you a little farther along the path until the calls reach a kind of critical mass and you finally realize what is at stake. In my own case, as I've said, it took several wrenching episodes before I truly woke up.


One of my major wake-up calls occurred while I was still a Catholic priest in a small Midwestern parish, but many years after my humbling on the altar steps. My associate, Paul, who was also the lay minister in charge of our parish, told me one morning that the Blessed Mother was appearing to people in a town called Medjugorje in what was then known as Yugoslavia. Although I was a fairly traditional priest, I had been seeing physical healings as a result of some of the healing services I had been doing in my parish. Still, I didn't make the connection that the same power that was behind those healings, the Spirit of God, might also be behind the apparitions. Although I wouldn't admit it at the time, I was afraid to look too closely at such phenomena. When I was a child growing up in a German-Polish household in Illinois, I had occasionally seen relatives of mine walking in the parlor of our house— which would've been fine, except that these relatives had died. When I told my devoutly Catholic mother what I had seen, she said that whatever I did, I was never to mention these apparitions to anyone, especially the priest. Now I was a priest myself, and I still didn't have a very positive feeling about visions and apparitions.


So I told Paul to go to Medjugorje and have a good time. My excuse for not going myself was that I was a pastor, and my parish was just getting ready to celebrate Holy Week. I could hardly leave my parishioners in the church to go off in search of something that you might expect to find on an episode of Unsolved Mysteries. With a feeling of profound relief, I saw him off, and buried myself in preparations for Holy Week.


As it happened, I was relaxing in my living room when Paul returned on the evening of Holy Thursday. He entered the house looking somewhat disheveled, and when I asked him about his trip, he began to describe some of the inconveniences—the absence of indoor toilets, the poor food, and things like that. I decided that under no circumstances would I be going to this little town in the hills of Yugoslavia. Even his ensuing accounts of spontaneous healings and the sun appearing to spin in the sky didn't do much to overcome my reluctance, which was nothing but ill-concealed fear.


Over the next few months, however, I had cause to rethink making a pilgrimage to Medjugorje. I was at a point in my life when I felt that I wasn't growing spiritually as a pastor because I was too involved with the day-to-day activities of the parish and the world. Even the healings that had occurred around me had come to seem mechanical, and I realized that joy was missing from my work. So one day I announced to Paul that I would be going to Medjugorje after all. I insisted that I wasn't going to see the external phenomena like the sun dancing in the sky; I wanted only to discover the perfect will of God for myself. I had to know the ultimate purpose of my living on this planet, and I believed that I would find the answer in Medjugorje. What I didn't realize at the time, though, was that it would take four trips for me to discover the answer—not because God wasn't defining the purpose of my life, but because I was still too stubborn to listen and surrender to what He had to tell me.


Since I can never seem to do anything in a small way, I ended up taking Paul and 18 members of my parish who wanted to go along. My journey of personal discovery had turned into a community outing. The apparitions had begun in 1981, and when we arrived in Medjugorje two years later, the town was still largely the way it had been for hundreds of years. There was none of the circus atmosphere that often develops around so-called sacred sites after the word gets out. I could feel a different level of consciousness as soon as the plane landed and I stepped into that ancient world. (By my fourth and final trip there, over a decade ago, they had built some amenities, including indoors bathrooms to accommodate the crowds, and a small religious goods store for pilgrims who needed prayer books and rosaries. From what I hear, however, they have not turned it into another Lourdes.)


At first I tried to absorb the spiritual energy that seemed to permeate the town, especially around the Church of St. James. I kept in contact with God throughout the day, talking consciously to Jesus and Mary and feeling inexplicably elated. I was still in what I would call a state of primitive ecstacy when I was approached on the street by a nun who was serving as spiritual supervisor to the five young people who were having the visions of Mary. Although she did not know me, she looked directly at me and asked if I would like to come to the room where the apparitions were occurring. I followed her to a simple room in the Franciscan monastery, where I found a nice seat in the corner next to a big table and sat down.


Prior to this trip, I had stopped praying the rosary because it no longer made intellectual sense to me. Nonetheless, I did buy a new rosary to take with me just in case I decided to begin praying it again, and, materialist that I am, I made it an expensive coral and crystal one with a sterling silver chain. When the visionaries entered the room, they stood before the crucifix on the wall and began to pray the rosary. In good Catholic priestly fashion, I pulled out my rosary beads and joined in. As I was sitting there fingering the beads, grateful for my foresight, a blinding flash of light appeared and knocked me off of my chair and underneath the table, and I lost consciousness. I don't know how long I was out, but when I opened my eyes, I realized that I was looking up at the bottom of the table that had been next to me. My ruling emotion, however, was not awe but embarrassment, certain that everyone must be staring at me. It hadn't occurred to me that people were so intent on praying the rosary, experiencing God and perhaps a vision of Mary, that they would hardly be concerned about another visiting priest.


As I slowly opened my eyes and scanned the room, I saw that nobody was paying the least bit of attention to me, so I pushed myself to my knees and continued to pray the rosary along with them. Looking down at my rosary as I prayed, I noticed that the silver chain had turned completely to gold. When I realized what had happened, my first thought was that I must be special.


And so began my latest wake-up call. Shortly after my experience in that room, as I was reading the Scriptures, I found a passage explaining that as God's children we are to be refined as pure gold. In that moment I realized that the silver chain turning to gold was simply a call from God. It was telling me that the gold of the spiritual life consists of acquiring the Holy Spirit. I then intuitively knew that prayer, fasting, meditation, and chanting would help to bring the Holy Spirit's presence into my life.


I saw many things that moved me deeply in Medjugorje. Like others there, I saw the sun appear to spin in the sky, although that didn't move me as much as simple gestures such as older Slavic women giving up their pew so young American visitors could sit down. Such expressions convinced me that the prayers of the people were leading them to become more loving, kind, merciful, and forgiving. And I realized that precisely that kind of healing was what I wanted for myself.


Returning to my parish, I told myself that from this point on I was going to do nothing but concentrate on the message of peace, reconciliation, and forgiveness that I had seen practiced in Medjugorje. I told my parishioners that we were going to allow the power of these revelations to transform us. In that little country parish, the last one I served before departing from the institutional priesthood, just about every Monday night for the next eight years I conducted a healing service. Our church held at most 400 people if we set up extra chairs, but soon we had 500 or more showing up on Mondays, with the overflow standing outside the doors.


One day while the musical introduction was being played and I was getting ready to come out for the healing service, I heard a tremendous commotion in front of the church. Paul came running in and said breathlessly, “You have to come outside!” I said that I was getting ready for the healing service and didn't have time to go outside. I don't like to have my energies scattered when I'm preparing for a sacred service, but Paul was insistent. As I kept refusing to go outside, Paul calmly informed me that 75 people were out there crying hysterically. I wanted to know why.


“Because,” Paul said, “the sun is spinning over the church.” As I stood in the sacristy, I heard a voice say within me, “Get excited about God, not about the phenomena.” I knew in my heart that I was not to go out. Especially at a time when people are so hungry for God, it's tempting to put one's whole focus on spiritual phenomena—visions, voices, blissful states. But that makes God into a Disneyland experience, when the spiritual path is actually about everyday effort. Nonetheless, I thanked God for the experience, because it did help some people in the parish get their minds refocused on the presence of God.


The story doesn't end there. The next morning at daily mass, I noticed that some of the women looked shaken. When the Eucharist was finished, these women came to me as a group, and each in turn said that something remarkable had happened to her husband. My congregation was made up mostly of farmers, and although the men came to church on Sunday, I seldom saw them at the Monday night healing services. So while the women were standing in front of the church the previous evening, their husbands had been out in the field plowing. They, too, had witnessed the sun spinning over the parish church, and it had frightened them out of the fields. When their wives returned from the service that night, they had related their own experiences, and the confirmation had strengthened whatever doubts any of them may have had.


This event was beginning to have all of the earmarks of a spiritual awakening—not just for me, but also for members of my parish. We were being called by God in a very gentle way to begin to see ourselves as we really are—beloved children of God filled with the Holy Spirit. It was, you might say, a kind of group awakening.


The awakenings continued for some time, both for me and for my parishioners. During the latter stages of this period, however, I began to realize—or perhaps in retrospect it became clear to me—that I was beginning spontaneously to adopt certain practices that were new to me. These practices, it turned out, were typical of the next stage of healing, known as the purification.


MEDITATION AND CHANT: THE SACRED SOUND


This meditation will help you become spiritually grounded at the beginning of the day so that you will be open to the guidance of God throughout the rest of the day. That requires getting in touch with what I call Spirit in the form of hunches and instincts. To begin this practice, you only need about ten or fifteen minutes. You do not have to get up at three o'clock in the morning and sit for hours. You may do that later, but if so, it will be because you love the experience of communion with God. God looks at your heart, not the hours you spend. You can use the modest preparations that open this meditation and chant before any of the exercises in this book or not, as you desire. They are suggestions, not requirements.


When I first get up in the morning, after I wash my face to help myself wake up, I usually do the holiest thing I can—I make a cup of coffee. If you prefer tea or a glass of orange juice, please drink those instead. Somehow we have absorbed the notion that you can't snack when you commune with God, but you can. Most teachers feel that meditation on a full stomach is not optimal, and that may be, but trying to sit still with hunger gnawing at your innards will not make you more spiritual either. Some people enjoy the feeling of clarity before they have anything to eat or drink in the morning, but I'm not one of them. So have a piece of toast or something light if you like.


The next thing I do is sit down and focus my awareness on my breath for two or three minutes. I am aware that every breath I take is keeping me alive and energizing me, because it is the breath of God, and that is at the core of my being. You don't have to try to remember all these things and repeat them; just relax and follow your breath, in and out. If you tend to get tense when you meditate or are afraid you're not doing it right, remember that God is for you, not against you.


After breathing for a few minutes, I might affirm various truths that are significant for me, such as “God is the only power. That power resides at the core of my being. God is the only love. That love resides at the core of my being.” Sometimes I use prayer beads to help with my affirmations. Most of the great traditions make use of beads in some fashion for prayer or meditation. Catholics say the Hail Mary, Hindus and Buddhists use a rosary called a mala to count repetitions of various mantras, and some Muslims, especially Sufis, use beads as well. You do not have to follow a set way of using your beads; you can be creative with them. Nor does it matter if you use a Catholic rosary divided into five decades of ten beads apiece or a mala of 28 or 108 beads; use what feels best to you.


To pray most effectively you need body mind, and spirit working con-gruently not getting caught up in mental activities or being distracted by physical sensations. The beads can release your mind from having to keep track of the number of times you've said a certain prayer or affirmation. I usually say mine for 30 to 40 minutes, but that is after years of practice; other people may stay at it for longer or shorter periods of time. You do whatever you feel comfortable with at whatever stage you are in your life.


After saying my affirmations, I usually chant the various names of God, or some brief phrase or sound such as “God Is; I am” or “Om.” The Hindu Scriptures teach us that “Om” was the primordial sound of the universe, and that all creation emanated from that sound. To a Westerner, that's the equivalent of saying that Om is a name of God, since in the Jewish-Christian-Muslim concept, creation emanated from God the Father, who is identical with the Jewish Yahweh and the Muslim Allah. The first chapter of Genesis tells us, “And God said, Let there be light: and there was light.” In a sense, the Bible is agreeing with the Vedic Scriptures that sound initiated creation. The Katha Upanishad says,


This syllable OM is indeed Brahman. This syllable is the highest Whosoever knows this syllable obtains all that he desires. (1:2:15-16)


Brahman is the Hindu name for the Godhead. Many Westerners believe that Hinduism is a polytheistic religion because Indians revere so many different images of gods and goddesses, including Shiva, Vishnu, Kali, and Durga. Yet at its core, Hinduism teaches that there is only one God. The vast impersonal Brahman manifests in many different personal forms, both male and female, so that the people can relate to God in different ways that meet their needs. And the cosmic sound is an integral aspect of their understanding of God. The Mandukya Upanishad begins,


OM! This eternal Word is all: what was, what is, and what shall be, and what beyond is in eternity. All is OM. [Mascaró trans.]


When we examine the world's religions side by side, we often find that they have more elements in common than in opposition, beginning with moral codes that are virtually identical. For some reason, however, most of us have been taught to emphasize the divisions between religious traditions, despite the fact that they all tell us in some form to love our neighbor and to treat others as we would have them treat us. So in the spirit of loving one another, the following exercise may help you accept other spiritual paths along with whatever path you may be following now.


Begin by relaxing yourself as much as possible. Then take a deep breath and bring into your consciousness the word omnipotent, which means “all-powerful”; the word omniscient, which means “all-knowing”; and the word omnipresent, which means “existing everywhere.”


With that awareness, take another deep breath and as you exhale, begin to say softly Ommmmmmm. Without forcing it, let the sound linger as long as it can on your breath. Then pause long enough to breathe in deeply again, and repeat the sound, Ommmmmmm-nipotent. Take another deep breath and exhale, Ommmmmmm-niscient. And take another deep breath, and breathing out say, Ommmmmmm-nipresent. Continue to breathe normally as you say this prayer:


0 God, absolute pure Being, our heavenly Father-Mother, Creator of the Cosmos, your love, the essence of your being, vibrates throughout the universe. Let my heart and mind be open to catch your thoughts, your ideas, your wisdom, and your knowledge. For you are all-powerful, all-knowing, and everywhere present. As I set my mind to receive your thoughts, my will also aligns with your will; they become one, and your will is done.


Now take a deep breath and exhale, Ommmmmmm. What you have just prayed is the essential meaning of the beginning of the Lord's Prayer: “Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” Be aware that even as you breathe, you are God-breathed. The Spirit of God is the very breath that moves through you, all-powerful, all-knowing, and everywhere present. God is our life. God is our peace. God is. Ommmmmmm.


When you have finished, continue to breathe normally and recognize that whenever you invoke the names of God, you begin to feel a sacred spiritual energy. In another exercise, we will invoke the names of God used by different religions speaking different languages, originating in different historical eras and in various parts of the world. God has given all these traditions to humanity to know Him and love Him according to their own languages, cultures, and specific needs. To despise or ridicule another religion is to shun God.
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