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Drawing on spiritual wisdom from sacred texts across a variety of religious traditions, this is an

“elegant, simple, and practical guide to get in touch with your higher self” (Deepak Chopra,

author of The Seven Spiritual Laws of Success)Why am I here? What does a life worth living

look like? What is the higher intelligence trying to express through me? In this time of global

change and uncertainty, of spiritual indirection, Americans are asking these age-old questions

with renewed curiosity. There’s a thirst for meaning and purpose—a dawning realization that

happiness isn’t a commodity that can be bought with a gold card. Fulfillment and joy arise

naturally from creative and compassionate action—from the understanding that all life is

interconnected and guided by a higher intelligence. Our personal choices make a difference,

and when they are spiritually inspired even the smallest action serves a larger whole. Sacred

texts ranging from the Torah to the New Testament, the Tao Te Ching to the Buddhist

scriptures, the Vedantas to the Koran, speak of making life-enhancing choices where a force

greater than the individual flows through us and informs our thoughts and actions. In this book

we’ll focus on the three classic aspects of living such a spiritually guided life: (1) alignment:

maintaining a direct and personal connection to the Source of our Being; (2) discernment:

distinguishing the movement of Spirit in our lives from our own wants, fears and social

conditioning; and (3) action: making our best, most inspired contribution to the evolution of life.



Praise for Your Soul's Compass“An elegant, simple, and practical guide to get in touch withyour

higher self and experience the field of infinite possibilities.”— Deepak Chopra, the author of

Buddha:A Story of Enlightenment“Your Soul’s Compass by Joan Borysenko and Gordon

Dveirinrefreshingly challenges the ‘light unto ourselves’ sensibilities of muchof the modern

spiritual marketplace. It points us all to the simpletruth that direction from an intelligence

greater than our own ego iscritical for authentic spiritual evolution. The book’s greatest

messageis that not only do we have to open ourselves to the experience of directrevelation, but

even more important, if we want our world in crisis tochange, we must have the courage to act

on what is revealed to us.”— Andrew Cohen, the founder of EnlightenNext andWhat Is

Enlightenment? magazine“Your Soul’s Compass is a treasure—a book that will changethe way

you move through your life. Beautiful and provocative, itexplores in completely original ways the

most important questions:How do you lead a life that’s guided by love? How can you

distinguishbetween authentic guidance and the desires of the ego? How can leadersas

radically opposed as Hitler and Gandhi both feel they’re beingdivinely inspired? Simple yet

profound, pragmatic and transforming,this is a book you’ll want to reread and keep close at

hand.”— Sara Davidson, the author of Leap! and Loose Change“Surely no journey is more

promising, yet more problematic, thanthe journey into our own hearts. In this marvelous and

insightfulbook, Joan and Gordon have done us the immense service of distillingthe guidance of
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revelations into our understandingand imagination of how you and I can draw closer to God.”—
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AuthorsPrefaceWhen in Doubt, Ask the Nearest SageAs the year 2005 came to an end—a

“dark” period marked by hurricanes, earthquakes, tsunamis, war, terrorism, and genocide—

Time magazine ran an inspiring article on local heroes who’d made a difference in places such

as New Orleans and Biloxi, and across the world in faraway Pakistan and Indonesia. One of

these heroes, a Pakistani man named Ihsanullah Khan, rescued thou-sands of people who

were injured by an earthquake that registered 7.6 on the Richter scale and killed more than

73,000 people in Pakistan in October 2005.Fifteen years before, Khan, then a Washington,

D.C., cab driver, had a dream in which winning (he thought) lottery numbers were revealed to

him. He played them religiously every week, until he finally won a jackpot worth $55.2 million in

2001. Recalling the dying words of his mother, who told him that one day he was going to be

somebody important, he decided to take his winnings and return home to the Himalayan town

of Batagram. There he could do good for the local people, which was the most important thing

he could think of.He ran for mayor and won … and three days later the earthquake struck. The



local hospital was destroyed, and injured people wandered around dazed, looking for help that

wasn’t there. Using his lottery cash, Khan immediately bought all the medicines and supplies

he could find, rounded up health-care personnel, and established a field hospital. Using still

more of his winnings, he set up tents for displaced families and is currently helping villagers

rebuild their homes, fulfilling what he sincerely believes to be his divine destiny.Throughout

history, many influential people have believed that they were divinely guided—for better or

worse. Hitler was convinced that he had a special mission and was guided and protected by

divine Providence. His certainty had a hypnotic effect on the German people, much like the

pronouncements of some modern religious figures that generate fear, hatred, and mass

murder. The original founders of the United States, on the other hand, were guided by a vision

that, while rooted in faith, transcended religiosity and invited equality and opportunity for all.

Around the world, leaders are faced with the necessity—and the privilege—of aligning global

and domestic policies with the very best in human nature. This is a task that requires a wisdom

transcending the dichotomy between faith and reason, encompassing the best of both.If there

is such a thing as spiritual guidance that directs us to our best self individually and collectively,

following it involves some serious questions:• How do we tell the difference between spiritual

guidance and the ego’s need for control, certainty, and power—or from instinctive drives and

social conditioning?• Is there a divine attraction—a kind of grace—that pulls us forward on the

journey of becoming an awake, compassionate, and purposeful human being … or are we the

sole instigators of that quest?• And, perhaps most important, is there a compass of love and

wisdom within the soul that keeps us on track—and if so, how does it function?In these dark

times of global uncertainty and dogmatic religious fundamentalism, such perennial questions

seem particularly com-pelling, since they’re likely to be important determinants of our planet’s

future.In order to get input on these questions, we set out initially to assemble a virtual Noah’s

ark of spiritual luminaries from a variety of religious backgrounds: a male and female rabbi; a

male and female from the Sufi tradition (originally Islamic mysticism, but more broadly a

religion of the heart); a pair of Hindus; a duo of Buddhists… . And although recruiting a

Catholic priest of both genders was out of the question, we hoped that a female Episcopal

priest would fill the bill. One of the greatest delights was learning more about the Society of

Friends from four unprogrammed Quakers, who have no clergy at all. But somewhere along the

way we abandoned our neat categorization and expanded the group to include a few other

people who, we believed, were intimately involved with living spiritually guided lives themselves

and, in most cases, with helping guide others in that quest.While most of the people we

interviewed are well-known lineage holders from established religious traditions, others range

from shamans to poets. They also include a psychologist who studies past-life regression, a

metaphysician, and two founding members of the Center for Purposeful Living, whose spiritual

path is the service of others. (That group was named a Presidential Point of Light and is an

example of spirituality as compassionate social action.) In Part II of this book, “Introducing the

Sages,” you’ll read more about who these spiritual luminaries are and the perspectives they

share. Each one is also listed in the Contents to make it easier for you if you choose to look

them up along the way as you encounter them in the text.When it came time to decide what to

call them, we reasoned that some might be uncomfortable with being referred to as spiritual

teachers or leaders. Over time, because of our profound respect for their wisdom, we started to

call them the Sages—the wise ones.We sincerely hope that they won’t mind. The first person

we interviewed, Hindu Swami Adiswarananda—head of the Ramakrishna-Vivekananda Center

of New York and a wonderfully clear teacher of Vedanta (an ancient Indian philosophy of self-

knowledge)—told us that when people are in doubt about their dharma or purpose, they should



ask the nearest sage. We loved that advice, and it kept us interviewing much longer than we’d

originally planned to.The conversations we had with the Sages were based on a dozen

questions (they’re listed at the end of the book) that we hoped would help us—and you—

understand what spiritual guidance is, what forms it may take, how we can distinguish

authentic guidance from less reliable impulses, what cultivates the ability to listen for and

recognize guidance, what blocks it, and how it relates to our evolution as human beings and as

a species. These conversations gave us hope that Homo sapiens is evolving into a nobler

species: Homo sapiens caritas—Man (and Woman) of wisdom and compassion. We were

especially interested in the benefits that this guidance might bring to the world in these

troubled times of spiritual indirection and religious intolerance, and what it has to say in

response to fundamentalist-inspired violence.The conversations—which were lively and

engaging—are a bit like a wheel. We were privileged to be at the hub, the only ones who had

the opportunity to speak with all the others. As you read along, you’ll notice that the majority of

the book is written from the perspective of both of us (Joan and Gordon). However, some

sections are written in our individual voices, which will be prefaced by Joan: or Gordon:. When

the content goes back to being from both of our perspectives, this transition will be indicated by

the designation Joan and Gordon:.It’s our hope that we’ve been true to what the Sages shared

with us. They trusted us to render their words faithfully and to place them in the proper context.

We’ve done our best to honor that trust. Nonetheless, we want to acknowledge two things:1.

First, mistakes and/or misunderstandings may have crept into this book in spite of our best

efforts. We take responsibility for that and offer our most heartfelt apologies for any errors in

content, in interpretation, or of omission, which are bound to have occurred.2. Second, the

treasure we’ve been given is vast and would take the rest of our lifetimes to catalog and absorb

—a task that we’re eager to continue.Our “Noah’s ark” is far from complete. While we’ve

interviewed two Sufis whose paths intersect with the inner mysticism of Islam, we haven’t yet

interviewed mainstream Sunni or Shiite Muslims. The same is true for many other religious and

indigenous traditions. The book that you hold in your hands is far from the last word on what it

means to live a spiritually guided life—rather, it’s a very humble beginning. We have no doubt

that this is precisely the kind of dialogue the world needs if we’re to move from the destructive

clash of worldviews so prevalent today toward a globally enlightened wisdom civilization. To

change the world conversation is to change the world.When time and resources permit, we’d

love this conversation to become more inclusive, involving people across the spectrum of

currently warring belief systems. It has pained us to see—on the large screen of current events

—forest fires of fear and hatred, of passionate intensity, raging out of control in the minds of

true believers toward anyone they see as “other.” The world is divided, and we are divided

within ourselves. Only truth can reconcile us—the truth of our shared humanity beneath the

superficial differences that separate us, the truth of our sublime human potential. But how do

we find it? That is what Your Soul’s Compass is about.As a married couple, we held the

personal hope that in writing this book we’d be able to move from a more intellectual

understand-ing of spiritual guidance to actually realizing the love and freedom to which it

points. For us, this work was more than a self-directed continuing-education course and an

opportunity to synthesize our different spheres of knowledge … it was a personal prayer for

guidance. The writing has seemed purposeful—destined—what in our own Jewish tradition of

origin is called beshert. Your Soul’s Compass has been, and continues to be, an integral part of

our own evolution as human beings, as a couple, and as professionals whose day jobs are in

the health-care and corporate sectors, as well as in the growing domain of interspirituality—the

common ground where all wisdom traditions meet.Your Soul’s Compass The spiritual principles



that emerged in our research and interviews are universal, revealing what our friend the late

Catholic monk and Hindu sannyasin (renunciate) Brother Wayne Teasdale called the Mystic

Heart. That heart emerges when we enter into the now—free of agenda and open to life as it is

unfolding. The deepest essence of who we are then emerges like a sun that’s been hidden

behind clouds, connecting with a higher intelligence—whether you call it wisdom, God, or

Ultimate Reality. Regardless of their traditions of origin, all the Sages described this same core

spiritual experience: the Mystic Heart.1The descriptions were, of course, flavored by the

particular religious tradition that each Sage was rooted in. Father Thomas Keat-ing, for

instance, spoke about the teachings of Jesus and St. Paul, although his spirituality is so

expansive and inclusive that at times he might even be mistaken for a Buddhist monk or a

rabbi. Cecilia Montero, a Peruvian shaman with Incan ancestry, spoke of guidance as a force

available to all people, called Sami. She teaches that when we’re in a peaceful, harmonious

state, rather than stressed and fragmented, we can connect to that sublime, pure, infinite form

of energy that’s the very force of guidance itself. The three rabbis, on the other hand, brought

guidance to life using Hasidic stories, Torah teachings, and wisdom that spanned the gamut

from evolutionary biology to Jungian psychology.Inspired by the emerging field of

intersprituality, we founded the Claritas Institute for Interspiritual Inquiry in the summer of 2004.

By the summer of 2005, in collaboration with our colleague and friend Janet Quinn, R.N.,

Ph.D., we’d launched its first program—the Clari-tas Interspiritual Mentor Training Program.

Almost every religion has a tradition of spiritual guidance in which people familiar with the

journey and the art of deep, reflective listening and inquiry act as mentors or companions for

others. Our intention was to train mentors who were deeply grounded in the common Mystic

Heart and were interested in an authentic exploration of the perennial questions of who we are

and what our souls’ purpose is.Physicist and spiritual teacher Peter Russell is reputed to have

had a recording on his answering machine at one point that said something to the effect of:

“This is not an answering machine. It’s a questioning machine. Who are you, and what do you

want?” After a brief pause, it continued: “In case you think these are trivial questions, most

people come to Earth and leave it again without answering either one.”In reading this book and

hearing our own reflections and those of the Sages, we hope that you’ll be inspired to take a

fresh look at these questions for yourself. We invite you to deeply ponder what living a

spiritually guided life would look like for you—and there-fore, for our fragile world—in this time

when it’s up to us whether we will evolve in humanity or die by our own hands.IntroductionInner

Light or True NatureThis is a book about connecting with the Inner Light that’s the birthright of

every human being. There are times when we’ve all been in touch with it: the exquisite sense of

being in love—when you’re “home” in your partner’s arms, perfectly content and fully present;

the ecstatic moment when you feel as if you’re in the right place at the right time, living your

purpose in a graceful way; the mystery of moonlight illuminating the landscape when you

sense the living soul of the natural world.These experiences of being at home in yourself,

centered in some essential kernel of what it is to be human, are profoundly natural. They’re

both “inner” and “other,” in the sense that when you’re in that center of goodness within you,

you also feel con-nected to a greater wholeness—a higher intelligence—that’s hard to express

in words but has been called many things, including wisdom, God, the Source of Being, or

Ultimate Reality.Sages from all of the world’s wisdom traditions tell us that such experiences of

“true nature” are expressions of our essential inborn humanity—like the nectar that’s the

subtlest and most exquisite essence of a flower. True nature lacks the self-consciousness, fear,

and compulsive need to make things happen in our own way, which creates so much suffering

and unhappiness. Aligning with true nature allows freedom to move into alignment with larger



currents of wisdom and bring new ideas to fruition.Think about Gandhi, Thomas Jefferson, or

Martin Luther King, Jr.—their personal alignment with a larger Source was not only a matter of

singular importance to them; it was the center out of which their lives, and their service to

others, flowed. When there’s alignment between personal essence and a greater intelligence,

happiness and purposeful action well up like sweet water from an underground

source.Whether you realize it consciously or not, the experiences of daily life are a form of

feedback about whether you’re getting closer to that state or farther away from it. Are you all

stressed out, with a mind that won’t stop running in circles, or can you rest in the contentment

of your own true nature and wait for wisdom to arise of its own accord? In one of the most

ubiquitous spiritual metaphors, are you asleep, locked into your own fearful fantasies … or are

you awake, present to conscious choice and the infinite possibilities that each moment

contains?Waking Up: The Hymn of the PearlThe parable you’re about to read will make the

ancient spiritual concepts of being asleep and waking up—and of following guid-ance that’s

freely given by a loving Source—more transparent. Then we’ll explain what your Soul’s

Compass is and how you can use it to guide you on the journey of becoming a Homo sapiens

caritas: the kind of wise and loving being whom we believe is the ultimate perfection of human

life.Written in the 2nd century c.e., the Hymn of the Pearl—also known as the Hymn of the Soul

—is a Gnostic poem that’s a parable of the soul’s journey and the essential questions Who am

I? and Why am I here? Gnosticism was a 1st- and 2nd-century spiritual movement oriented to

direct knowledge of the sacred, which the Greeks called gnosis. This tradition most likely

predated Christianity but was also thought to reflect the experience of Jesus, although

eventually it was considered a heresy. Nonetheless, the Hymn of the Pearl made its way into

the apocryphal Christian gospel the Acts of Judas Thomas the Apostle. It’s a map of the soul’s

journey home—the human migration out of a separate sense of self ruled by fear and the need

to control (sometimes called the false or egoic self)—to true nature or the Inner Light, whose

expression is love, clarity, and co-creation with wisdom itself.The hero of the tale is a young

prince who’s the absolute delight of his parents, the King of the East and the Queen of the

Dawn. The prince is lovingly outfitted with provisions and sent on a voyage to Egypt. His task—

a classic ordeal of the sort typical of the archetypal “hero’s journey”—is to find the one Pearl

that lies in the sea, next to a “loud-breathing Serpent.”1Upon his return with the hard-won

prize, he’ll become heir to his parents’ kingdom.The young prince makes the arduous journey

to Egypt and settles down near the Serpent’s lair, hoping to snatch the Pearl while the awful

beast lies sleeping. In the meantime he puts on Egyptian clothes so as not to look suspicious,

and the locals give him food. As soon as he eats it, he forgets that he’s the King’s son, loses all

memory of the Pearl, and sinks into a deep sleep.Meanwhile, his parents anxiously perceive

what’s happening from afar and are beside themselves with worry. They write a magical letter

to arouse the prince from his sleep and to remind him of who he is and of the purpose of his

journey—which is to get the Pearl, return home, and take his place in the Kingdom as a noble

who can rule with wisdom and compassion. The letter takes the form of an eagle, which flies to

their son and speaks the message of truth.At the sound of its wings thrumming and its

beautiful voice, the young prince awakens and remembers who he really is. He realizes that

the words of the letter are already written in his heart (within him as true nature), and he heeds

their guidance. At once he charms the Serpent, snatches up the Pearl, strips off his Egyptian

clothing, and turns toward home. The magic letter guides him with its love, and at the journey’s

end the prince has matured. He has found the Pearl beyond price—his own divine nature—and

the childish aspects of false identity are gone. Now he’s ready to be a wise leader.The Hymn of

the Pearl suggests that we aren’t wandering alone, strangers lost in a strange land. Some



Higher Power or Greater Reality is looking after us, sending the guidance we need to awaken

from our sleep and come home to ourselves and to our place in the family of all that lives. Even

when we fall into materialism or despair, that loving Power is still there, emitting a mysterious

force of attraction that we can learn to recognize, and respond to, as spiritual guidance. When

we act on that guidance and move toward our center, it feels like the sweetest relief, akin to

manna that falls from heaven and nourishes the hungry soul.Sleep is represented allegorically

in the Old Testament as enslavement in Egypt. The Hebrew word for Egypt is Mitzrayim, which

means “the narrow place.” It refers not to a country, but to the areas in ourselves that hold us

back and keep us imprisoned. Those narrow places of habit—of the many false identities that

we assume and the destructive emotions that take us over as a result—are ingrained. But

we’re not without resources. We’re being watched out for—or drawn toward wholeness—and

sent guidance in “magic letters” such as dreams, synchronicities, illnesses, and insights … the

message of which is already engraved in our hearts.Variants of the Hymn of the Pearl show up

in a range of wisdom traditions. The Sufis tell a similar tale about a prince who ends up

wandering in the Land of Lies, forgetting his true identity. In the Jew-ish tradition, there’s the

story of Zusya, who’s a very pious man but has gotten stuck in his false self. His rabbi tells him,

“When you die, God isn’t going to ask you whether you were as brave as David or as wise as

Solomon. He’s only going to ask why you weren’t Zusya.”A Christian counterpart to the Hymn

of the Pearl is the under-standing that it’s the Father’s pleasure to give us the Kingdom. The

Holy Spirit, like the magic letter, functions as a guide to wake us up and reveal the way back

home. Nonetheless, the journey is difficult because it’s unknown. Sometimes we don’t even

know where we are, much less where we’re going, and perhaps we fall into despair or

confusion. But even so, when we’re willing to look for wisdom or God, we finally discover that it

was looking for us all along. It pulls us toward it as inexorably as iron filings are drawn to a

magnet. That’s how the Soul’s Compass works.Your Soul’s CompassA compass is an

instrument that orients to magnetic north so that we can tell which way we’re going. Migratory

birds know how to find their way over thousands of miles of unknown territory because of small

particles of magnetite (akin to tiny micromagnets) embedded in their brains. A hummingbird

headed from Colorado for a winter sojourn in Mexico doesn’t usually wind up in Chi-cago by

mistake. Its guidance system is hardwired for precision. Many mystics believe that human

beings have just such a built-in guidance system that takes us home to the Source of Being.

We’re hardwired for God. But rather than being embedded in our brain, the magnet for our

spiritual journey is located in the heart.There’s a certain felt sense of being centered in the

heart. Felt sense has been defined simply as “a bodily sensation that is meaningful.”2 When

we’re centered in true nature and our minds are as steadfastly present to the moment as a

mountain is to changing weather, there’s a feeling of peace and fullness in our being. When we

say that our heart is full or that a person is “heartful,” it’s to this meaningful bodily sensation

that we’re referring. We know somehow that we’re at home in the universe … that all is well.

And as you’ll read in later chapters, this felt sense is a source of wisdom beyond words.When

we’re in the essential core (what some traditions refer to as the Self with a capital S), we

organically align to True North— wisdom, God, or Ultimate Reality. It’s as if our heart is at the

center of the compass. When the needle is free to be in present time, rather than fearing the

future or regretting the past, it moves effortlessly to True North. In that state of alignment with

Source, we know—in a way that may be more intuitive than cognitive— what any situation

requires. We’re confident, competent citizens of the world; and whether we’re sitting on a park

bench gazing at the first cherry blossoms of spring, changing a baby’s diaper, or passing a bill

in Congress, there’s an unmistakable felt sense of something larger moving through



us.Aligning true nature with Source is easy conceptually but diffi-cult in practice—until a certain

point. Think of a seesaw: You don’t have to move it 100 percent in order for it to tip to the other

side. Because it rests on a fulcrum, when even a fraction more than 50 percent of the weight

shifts, the seesaw instantly tilts in that direc-tion. The 49.99999999 percent of the effort that

you don’t have to supply to taste Self-realization is grace. But until you get to the tipping point,

skillful effort is required.This book is about both grace and effort. Scientists tell us that a

compass can be fooled by what they call magnetic deviance. If there are large lodes of iron ore

in the ground, for example, and a migra-tory bird flies over it, it can attract the magnets in the

bird’s brain and lead it astray. The same is true for the magnet of true nature that resides in our

hearts.The biggest source of magnetic deviance is fear. When we tell ourselves frightening

stories, it’s hard to find the peaceful felt sense in the heart or to engage other forms of

guidance, such as the sense of unease that may be signaling that we’re going the wrong way.

Other sources of misdirection, as you’ll read about in the chapter on blocks to guidance,

include habits of mind—for example, judg-ment, pride, willfulness, sloth, and desire.The Secret

of LifeWhen you clear away sources of magnetic deviance—obstructions to the Inner Light—

then purposeful action and deep contentment arise as surely and naturally as day follows night.

Content-ment doesn’t originate from outside, from being loved by others or from the solace of

material items (as long as you have enough to meet survival needs); it comes only from within.

That’s the secret of life that mystics of every tradition know.There’s a difference we sometimes

fail to notice between willing the good and willing the goods. The most common misconception

about the secret of life is this: When you set your intention and decide what you want, you can

control the universe—or at least your little corner of it—and find happiness. But rich people are

often miserable, and powerful individuals may be seriously misguided. Our Buddhist Sages

assured us that happiness and skillful action emerge from orienting to the Buddha Nature (the

essential core) of love and wisdom within. Jesus expressed a similar idea when he suggested

that if we put the Kingdom of Heaven first—if we orient to True North—then the rest of life’s

good things will follow.Dr. Francis Collins, the physician and scientist who’s the long-time

director of the Human Genome Project—which has mapped the entire human genetic code

within our DNA—tells a powerful story about orienting to True North in his book The Language

of God. In the summer of 1989, he volunteered at a small hospital in Eku, Nigeria, hoping to

make a positive difference by contributing his medical skills to this impoverished and

underdeveloped area of the world. The conditions there were almost unimaginably primitive—

diseases such as malaria and tuberculosis, as well as parasitic infestations, produced terrible

suffering.One day a seriously ill young farmer was brought to the hospital by his family. Even

without modern diagnostic equipment, Dr. Collins was able to recognize that the man was

suffering from a life-threatening accumulation of fluid in the pericardium—the sac that

surrounds the heart. Left untreated, it would soon squeeze the life out of the young farmer. In a

modern hospital, the fluid could be drained in relative safety by a skilled cardiologist guided by

an ultrasound machine. But on the dirt floor of the Nigerian hospital, without access to medical

equipment, the farmer’s only hope was that Dr. Collins could manage to insert a large bore

needle into his chest and draw off the fluid without puncturing his heart.The procedure, risky

though it was, saved the day. But even so, the long-term prognosis for the young man was

poor. The fluid that had threatened to stop his heart was caused by tuberculosis. In spite of the

fact that he was started on antitubercular drugs, there was a good chance that he’d be unable

to pay for the two-year sup-ply necessary to cure him—or that he’d die from some other cause

related to the poverty, dirty water, and poor nutrition endemic to the area. Dr. Collins felt a

sense of gloom. What use were his meager efforts to relieve suffering in the face of such dire



conditions?The next morning he found the young man sitting up in bed, reading the Bible.

Somehow aware that Dr. Collins was new at the hospital, and remarkably tuned in to what the

doctor was feeling, the young man looked at him and said, “I get the sense you are wondering

why you came here… . I have an answer for you. You came here for one reason. You came

here for me.”3The young man’s words went directly to Dr. Collins’s own heart, cutting through

both his sense of futility and his “grandiose dreams of being the great white doctor, healing the

African millions.” 4 While each of us is called to reach out to others, Dr. Collins realized, it’s in

the small acts of kindness, rather than the rare deeds that occur on a grand scale, that we

most commonly touch one another. He summed up his epiphany:The tears of relief that blurred

my vision as I digested his words stemmed from indescribable reassurance—reassurance that

there in that strange place for just that one moment, I was in harmony with God’s will, bonded

together with this young man in a most unlikely but marvelous way. Nothing I had from science

could explain that experience. Nothing about the evolutionary explanations for human behavior

could account for why it seemed so right for this privileged white man to be standing at the

bedside of this young African farmer, each of them receiving something exceptional.5The

sense of agape—pure unselfish love seeking nothing in return—that Collins experienced was

like a compass for his soul. It was a type of inner knowing, wisdom beyond words and

concepts, that let him know he was on the right track in his life … in Chris-tian terminology, in

harmony with God’s will. He realized that less noble motivations such as the admiration of his

colleagues at home or of the Eku villagers had previously gotten in the way of the supremely

meaningful experience of pure love and purpose that he found so transformational. He

explained:A burden lifted. This was true north. And the compass pointed not at self-

glorification, or at materialism, or even at medical science— instead it pointed at the goodness

that we all hope desperately to find within ourselves and others.6Realizing and experiencing

that goodness is the secret of life. The revelation that Dr. Collins had was one of almost

indescribable joy and homecoming. The false or conditioned self that drives the relentless

search for affirmation, goods, and certainty stepped aside and something much more real and

luminous shone forth. That experience is the common ground that mystics from all spiritual

traditions describe.Mysticism means the direct communion with the sacred, beyond any kind of

dogma or doctrine. Regardless of whether a person believes in God, as Collins does; in a

source of wisdom, as our Buddhist friends do; or simply in the possibility of wholeness, the

experience of universal love and compassion is the same. It’s life’s most evident delight, and

the true hope of our species. It’s what we all discover, regardless of creed, when we touch the

Mystic Heart and follow its guidance. When we encounter the goodness within our own hearts,

we recognize our true identity as a unique and meaningful part of life’s heart.Seeking spiritual

guidance is often misunderstood as consulting a cosmic Dear Abby or a universal Google for

advice on relationships, health and illness, pathways to financial freedom, or even great car

deals. While there’s guidance out there about everything in life, the kind that we’re most

concerned with here sheds light on the spiritual journey itself. Are we going in a direction that

helps us become less selfish, more compassionate, and peaceful? Or have we gone off on a

tangent that keeps us tethered to old habits and perceptions, which perpetuate fear, greed, and

ignorance?We’ll open our conversation with the Sages now and turn both our minds and our

hearts to the nature of spiritual guidance … what Sage Rabbi Rami Shapiro defined as

“discovering or experiencing the grain of the moment—like the grain of wood—what the forces

are that are operative in this moment so that I can engage them directly and cleanly without

having to go across the grain.”OPENING THE CONVERSATIONIt was the summer of 2004, on

a surpassingly beautiful day in Barcelona, Spain. We were privileged to be attending the



Parliament of the World’s Religions, where I (Joan)—as a scientist interested in consciousness

studies—had been invited to participate on a panel about prayer. Perhaps the most fascinating

session we attended at the Parliament was a conversation about fundamentalism. The

participants were Rabbi Michael Lerner, a political activist and the editor of Tikkun magazine

(tikkun is a Hebrew word meaning “to heal and repair the world”); former nun and respected

writer on world religions Karen Armstrong; and female Islamic scholar Kamah

Kamaruzzaman.Drawing on her seminal book The Battle for God, Armstrong discussed the

recent rise of virulent forms of fundamentalism in virtually all world religions, characterizing it

as a reaction to a soulless and technologically driven Western worldview. Lerner described

modernity itself as a form of secular fundamentalism. The Islamic scholar Kamaruzzaman, who

was the last to speak, passionately affirmed that the way to transcend these two competing yet

interrelated fundamentalisms was for us to discover the common ground of our shared

humanity.An awareness of that common ground can emerge from a special kind of spiritual

conversation that goes beyond external differences in belief. One of the Sages whom you’re

about to meet in these pages, Father Thomas Keating, convened an annual con-ference at St.

Benedict’s Monastery in Snowmass, Colorado, in 1984, inviting participants from a variety of

religious traditions to converse in just such a special way. One of the basic tenets of the

Snowmass Conference is that participants speak from their tradition— sharing their

experiences of God or Ultimate Reality—but not for their tradition in terms of dogma. This kind

of dialogue is called interspiritual, and it’s a profound form of interfaith understanding and

communication.Interfaith conversations occur at two levels:1. Externally, they focus

metaphorically on the varieties of flowers in the garden of faith and cultivating an appreciation

for—or at least a tolerance of—the differences among them.2. Internally, they focus on a

shared spirituality that transcends differences in belief. These internal, interspiritual

conversations reveal the common ground out of which the diverse flowers grow and the

sunlight, wind, and water that nourishes them all.In his beautiful book The Mystic Heart,

Brother Wayne Teasdale writes:The real religion of humankind can be said to be spirituality

itself, because mystical spirituality is the origin of all the world religions. If this is so, and I

believe it is, we might also say that interspirituality—the sharing of ultimate experiences across

traditions— is the religion of the third millennium. /Interspirituality is the foundation that can

prepare the way for a planet-wide enlightened culture, and a continuing community among the

religions that is substantial, vital, and creative.1The 15 spiritual leaders from the Snowmass

Conference arrived at a consensus on the principles of authentic interreligious conversa-tion—

principles that you’ll come to recognize as being interspiritual as you eavesdrop on some of the

highlights of the discussions we had with the Sages in the pages that follow.Father Thomas

Keating outlined these guidelines in the book Speaking of Silence:1) The world religions bear

witness to the experience of the Ultimate Reality to which they give various names: Brahman,

the Absolute, God, Allah, [the] Great Spirit, the Transcendent.2) The Ultimate Reality

surpasses any name or concept that can be given to It.3) The Ultimate Reality is the source

(ground of being) of all existence.4) Faith is opening, surrendering, and responding to the

Ultimate Reality. This relationship precedes every belief system.5) The potential for human

wholeness—or in other frames of reference, liberation, self-transcendence, enlightenment,

salvation, transforming union, mok-sha, nirvana, fana—is present in every human person.6)

The Ultimate Reality may be experienced not only through religious practices but also through

nature, art, human relationships, and service to others.7) The differences among belief

systems should be presented as facts that distinguish them, not as points of superiority.8) In

the light of the globalization of life and culture now in process, the personal and social ethical



principles proposed by the world religions in the past need to be re-thought and re-

expressed.2The fourth basic principle—that “faith is opening, surrendering, and responding to

the Ultimate Reality” and the recognition that this essential “relationship precedes every belief

system”—is a way of saying that guidance is available to all human beings.A dinner

conversation that we had with our friends Sara and Rachael spoke to this guiding function of

Ultimate Reality in a very down-to-earth way. Recounting some of the startling synchronici-ties

that had occurred during the past year that had deepened her spiritual journey, Rachael—

who’s petite, vivacious, and seriously smart—laughed and told us, “God leaves bread crumbs

to show us the way back home.” In other words, we can count on a beneficent force—like the

prince’s parents in the Hymn of the Pearl from the Introduction—to help us find our way to

becoming more skillful, loving human beings.But if we can rely on spiritual guidance to lead us

to a realiza-tion of our true identity, then how come the journey seems so dif-ficult and the road

so long and so often disheartening? As Dr. Ed Bastian, another one of our Sages, remarked

with a laugh, “If we’re the Buddha, then how come we don’t know it?”Perhaps the reason for

our ignorance is that there’s a second variable in the equation of spiritual growth (as the fourth

principle of the Snowmass Conference states): surrender to, and coopera-tion with, the force of

guidance. Surrender and cooperation aren’t always easy. They entail letting go of our own

agenda and waiting patiently for the path to open step-by-step.Releasing ourselves into the

unknown can be scary. Most of us would rather chart our own course if for no other reason

than that it helps manage fear. But letting go of the steering wheel and trusting in a greater

compassionate intelligence not only has the potential to be anxiety producing; it’s also

paradoxical.On the one hand, surrendering to guidance involves the bone-deep realization that

we’re helpless—no matter how hard we try to control things, we’re ultimately not the sole

author of our experience. On the other hand, in some mysterious way entirely beyond the

capacity of words or rational thought to convey, we’re one with the author of all experience. The

realization of that oneness is at the heart of the spiritual journey and our ability to trust that a

wisdom greater than our own is helping us evolve.The journey home to our true nature and to

God-realization— which are one and the same thing—has three parts according to Father

Thomas Keating:1. First, as the journey begins, there’s a compelling expe-rience of a

Mysterious Other.2. Second, as we progress along the way, there’s an effort to come into

union with that Mysterious Other.3. Third, at the point of realization, we understand that there

never was an Other.3Our own true Self—the answer to the question Who am I?—is the

individualized expression of Ultimate Reality. If this sounds abstract, confusing, or heretical to

you, you’re in good company. From the beginning of time, people have struggled to find words

for what can’t be said but may only be realized in the laboratory of the heart. Our hope is to

make this all as transparent and clear as we can, giving you the means for discerning your part

in the ongoing symphony of life.Both of us, your humble authors, as longtime students of the

world’s great wisdom traditions, are somewhat familiar with various theories and stages of the

spiritual journey. But there’s an enormous chasm between head knowledge—the rational

concepts we have about things—and direct, embodied experience. The former is like a menu

that describes what we could experience; the latter is the actual meal, which can only be

appreciated when tasted. When rational thought gives way to direct experience, the events of

daily life become a revelation and a mystical, mythical journey— whether (as you’ll read about

in the next chapter) spiritual guid-ance comes dressed in a robe of glory or in the rags of stress

and disappointment.MAGIC LETTERS …THE ANATOMY OF REVELATIONIn the Hymn of the

Pearl (which is recounted in the Introduction), the parents of the forgetful prince send him a

letter that takes the form of an eagle. It awakens their son and shows him the way home. The



world’s wisdom traditions are replete with different guises that such a letter of awakening and

guidance might assume: dreams, signs, synchronicities, revelations, stress, illness, untoward

events, and bodily sensations, to name just a few. Understanding a little bit about these and

how to decipher their messages can help prevent simplistic misinterpretations, on the one

hand, and missed opportunities—unread letters—on the other.Shaman/poet Oriah Mountain

Dreamer told us a story about something that happened when she was a young woman. An

acquaintance was trying to decide whether or not to go to Mexico with a man she’d recently

met. A truck passed by with the word Mexico written on the side, and the woman took it as a

sign that she should make the trip. Off she went, only to get beaten up by her companion, who

proved to be untrustworthy.Oriah’s advice about signs is to use them as questions to sit with in

contemplation, rather than accepting them as pat answers. Spiritual guidance rarely comes as

a given, we’ve learned, but more often as an invitation to feel for the movement of Spirit.What

greater wisdom does a particular life event suggest, and how can we best integrate its teaching

into our lives? Some of the most common ways that the Sages discussed feeling for the

movement of Spirit were by attending to felt sense (meaningful bodily sensations such as

goose bumps, for instance, or feelings of peace, excitement, aliveness, or anxiety), intuition,

dreams, signs, and synchronicities.Everything Provides GuidanceWhile the Old Testament

God appears to Moses as a burning bush, spiritual guidance is usually a lot more subtle. The

counter-part to God the Father is God the Mother. In Judaic mysticism she’s known as

Shechinah … wisdom itself. And rather than being up there, she’s in here. In you. In me. In the

earth, the sky, the water, and the wind. She is in joy and in sorrow, in success and failure.

Shechinah is the life force itself and can offer her wisdom in an infinite number of changing

forms. Former Jesuit priest Wilkie Au commented:The whole material creation is the language

of God. The spiritual life is coextensive with all of human life, so we have to look [for guidance]

in a lot more places. It forces us to push our categories wide open. God can communicate with

us in any way we come to know anything—through sexual energy, bodily sensa-tions, and so

forth. That’s why I rely on [educational psychologist] Howard Gardner and his account of

multiple intelligences.Quaker educator Patricia Loring finds such a variety in guidance that it’s

impossible to name all the ways it can emerge. Often they can be named only in retrospect.

She explains:At times I’ve felt an urging to do something very small, which develops

ramifications that become more focused and clear over time. At other times people have

named something they sense emerging in me or my life that I haven’t particularly felt led to do,

spiritual guidance itself [referring here to being a spiritual guide or director for other people]

being a case in point."ext"> The first time someone came to me for spiritual guidance, I was

shocked and sent them immediately to my own director [guide]. The third time I did that, my

director said, “All right, maybe the first time was poor judgment on the part of the person who

approached you, and the second time was a fluke; but somewhere along the line, you have to

ask yourself whether they’re naming something real.”And that was the beginning of a more

focused process of discern-ment for her. “Then there are times when I’ve been guided by an

accumulation of circumstances,” she continued. “It was like being rounded up or corralled—

guided in the sense of being directed or taught by a sequence of events… . Bad health has

been an unanswer-able guide—there’s nothing that reveals as clearly and inescapably that I’m

not in control of the universe or even a tiny corner of it.”Like many Friends (what Quakers call

one another), she stresses that whatever guise the guidance may take, it’s the quality of our

attention and our willingness to listen with an open mind and heart that creates the conditions

for recognizing and following it: “Spiritual guidance … involves an ever-increasing level of

openness and awareness. Over a lifetime, we are led to open in the direction of absolutely



everyone and everything around us as a potential messenger of God—a goal toward which we

reach all our lives without expecting to reach it.”Opening to everyone and everything around us

requires feline sensitivity. A cat’s whiskers continually taste the air; ears orient to the subtlest

sound. Muscles expand and contract in poetic harmony with the changing environment … not

as it was a moment ago, but as it is now, and now, and now again. The tapetum (reflective

layer) of the eyes creates visual acuity matched only by a cat’s uncanny inner acuity. Even think

about getting out the cat carrier for a trip to the vet and your precious pet stages a

disappearing act worthy of Houdini. How does it know?We asked our Sages a similar question:

How do you know? What is your personal experience of guidance? Unlike cats, who tune in to

multiple channels of knowing, most of us humans have a much more limited bandwidth. No two

Sages answered the same way. Nonetheless, some had preferred methods for listening deeply

to their lives to discern the wisest direction. Others spoke about using multiple channels to

receive guidance. You may have your own methods, or perhaps reading about the experiences

we’ve chosen to highlight here will help you recognize more about your own process of making

choices and living with purpose and direction.The Felt SenseSometimes you’re so much in

your head that you don’t notice what’s going on in your body—a subtle range of inner

sensation called the felt sense that can give you an intuitive read of a situation. When you’re

thinking about whether or not to accept a job, how do you decide? One way is to list the pros

and cons and consider the opportunities for advancement, the pay, the benefits, and so

forth.But rational thought alone often won’t tell you the whole story. There’s a more wide-

ranging system at your disposal that includes tuning in to bodily sensations. Philosopher and

psychotherapist Dr. Eugene Gendlin discovered that the difference between people who did

well in psychotherapy and those who didn’t was the ability of the former to pay attention to this

interior information, which he called the felt sense.Here are a few examples… .Joan: A young

woman goes on a blind date with a man who comes highly recommended by her own mother.

Even though he’s unfailingly polite and kind, she feels slightly restless and tense all evening—

queasy even. Something just feels “off” inside. She ignores these feelings, since he’s intelligent

and good-looking, has a great pedigree, makes plenty of money, and seems to like her. On

their second date, he takes her to his apartment and tries to rape her. She barely escapes. A

form of wisdom different from rational thought was sending danger signals through the felt

sense, but she chose to ignore it—at her peril, as it turned out. And, guess what … that young

woman was me.Several years later, when I was a young scientist doing cancer research at the

Tufts University School of Medicine, I paid attention to felt sense. I was a competent medical

researcher with an enviable track record, and in academia this meant that my experiments

yielded interesting results published in fine scientific journals and that my grants got funded.

When I wasn’t in the lab, I taught his-tology—the microscopic anatomy of cells, tissues, and

organs—to medical and dental students. Teaching and doing research was rewarding, but a

vague sense of unease started to grow.One day a phone call came from the National Cancer

Institute to let me know that not only had my latest grant proposal been funded, but it had such

a high-priority score that they were won-dering whether I’d like more money for new equipment.

When I burst into tears, the funding agent was touched. She thought that I was thrilled to get

the good news, but the reality was that the grant suddenly felt like a three-year prison

sentence. The felt sense of misery and disappointment in the face of seemingly great news

was an invitation to sit with the question of what I did want to do with my career, since what I

didn’t want was suddenly clear.Felt sense came into the picture again when I made the highly

rational decision to attend Tufts University School of Dental Medicine when my grant research

was complete. Why dental school, you ask? The reasons were eminently practical. My



husband at that time, Miroslav Borysenko, also taught at the medical and dental schools, and

as a faculty spouse, I would get my tuition waived. The university also offered to let me keep

teaching histology and to pay me well. Our two boys were still young, and I reasoned that

practicing dentistry part-time would make me more available to them while still generating a

good income.All systems seemed to be go, and there was an easy flow. The only problem was

that I started waking up at night with butterflies in my stomach. The felt sense of anxiety and

“wrongness” grew. After sit-ting with it for a month, I reluctantly concluded that dentistry wasn’t

my dharma (the path in life that leads both to spiritual growth and purposeful living) … or you

might be sitting in my chair right now.Quaker Deanne Butterfield, with her bright smile and

gentle manner, described how she used attention to felt sense, what she calls the “emotional

truth of the moment,” in a job search:There are numerous times when I need guidance—maybe

I have a decision to make and I’m thinking, C’mon, God, give me a lightning bolt. And because

I’m a human being as well as a spiritual being, it doesn’t just come.What we [Quakers] have in

common is that we’ve experi-enced that there is a Source of Guidance. How we conceptualize

it differs, and we each have to find the experience in our own way. I’m cerebral, so I have to

have some concept of the steps. What works for me is to ground myself in the question What’s

the truth of this situation? This means that I need to stop worrying about the solution and focus

on the emotional truth instead.
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