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Love in a Time of Crisis

Lessons in Fear and Love

I began lecturing on A Course in Miracles, a book of spiritual psychology, in 1983. I was thirty-one years old.

I was thrilled to have the opportunity to do what I loved: talking to others about the themes in a book that had made such a difference in my life. But I had no idea I was doing something that would become a career path. I simply thought I was talking about A Course in Miracles because it brought me joy to do it.

Then something happened. I was living in Los Angeles, and as anyone who was around at the time can testify, there began to be all this talk about a new, mysterious, very scary disease that was spreading. No one knew much about it except that it was deadly and communicable, mainly gay men were getting it, and there was no known cure. To contract it was an automatic death sentence. The disease was called AIDS.

I had been lecturing mainly to a small group of people at the Philosophical Research Society in the Los Feliz area, and suddenly my lecture audiences began to grow. We went from a small room on Saturday mornings to the auditorium on Tuesday nights, then from the auditorium on Tuesday nights to a church in Hollywood on both Tuesday nights and Saturday mornings. We continued to need more space. Gay men in Los Angeles—suddenly terrified—were looking for miracles, and with good reason.

Day after day, guests at someone’s party turned into attendees at someone’s funeral. Western medicine played various cards, but it was clearly stymied. In the early days of the epidemic it had nothing to offer, and organized religious institutions at the time were oddly quiet. One can see why a young woman talking about miracles, and about a God who loved everyone no matter what, was just the ticket for many. Most of my audience was young, and at the time I was too. None of us knew what had hit us, but my faith in miracles was strong and I was glad to share it.

Unless you’ve been in a war zone, you can’t truly understand what those days were like. Friends and loved ones were dying all around us. Once people were diagnosed, there was apparently no hope for survival. People were young and gorgeous one day, then covered with horrible sores, blind, and walking with a cane the next. Many had to deal with the harrowing experience of revealing to their parents that they were gay and that they were dying. There was no room, and no time, for anything but being present to the moment, making every effort to survive. This wasn’t the fun and fabulous eighties anymore. For many, life was lived on a razor’s edge between life and death.

Everyone I knew was dealing with the disease, either directly because they had been diagnosed or indirectly because of friends or family who were. You were emotionally exposed to the epidemic simply by living in LA. The creative ranks of Hollywood contained a large gay population, and the entertainment community was hugely compassionate toward those who suffered. More and more people were being diagnosed who were not gay as well, having gotten the disease from blood transfusions, shared needles, or even one-night stands. The experience was overwhelming. To be alive at that time and in the presence of that disease was to be heartbroken—but it was also to be transformed. There is something about being around death that makes life more obviously precious.

Whatever shallow preoccupations might have meant something before meant nothing to us now. Superficial concerns simply melted away, except when needed as an escape valve. The goal was survival, by whatever means and for however long possible. And everyone was grasping for hope. I remember saying over and over, at lecture after lecture and support group after support group, “There doesn’t have to be a cure for AIDS for it to become a chronic, manageable condition. There isn’t a cure for diabetes, but it’s a manageable condition!” We survived on that hope, articulating it over and over with tears in our eyes. I marvel at the fact that AIDS has now become, for many people, exactly that.

What I remember most from those days, however, is not the pain but the love.

I remember the people, both those who passed and those who remain. And like everyone who lived through that time, I remember so many stories. There was one young man named Merle, slightly built and shy, not the Hollywood type at all, who used to volunteer selling books at my lectures. As he grew ill, his father—built not at all like his son but more like a football quarterback—began helping him carry boxes of books to my lectures every Saturday morning. Merle’s father was clearly unaccustomed to the world of gay Hollywood, and was at the very least in denial about his son’s homosexuality. He sat at my lectures surveying the scene every Saturday, seeming to gradually awaken to what was happening around him. I would often watch him, so clearly flummoxed, so clearly heartbroken, as he did everything he could to help Merle continue an activity that gave meaning and purpose to his life.

Some today might find it hard to understand just how devastating it was for a young man at the time to be forced to deal not only with the disease, but with the fact that his parents didn’t even know he was gay. Some expressed greater anxiety about saying, “Mom and Dad, I’m gay,” than about saying, “Mom and Dad, I’m dying.” Merle’s father was someone for whom the idea of homosexuality was clearly foreign, but AIDS burst that closet door open for millions. Merle’s father loved his son, and stood by him every step of the way; he also came to realize all the other gay men who were there for him too. And how that man transformed. On the day Merle died, both he and his father were surrounded by a community of gay men.

That story is one of millions of memories, not only mine but those of many others who were affected by the scourge of AIDS. I look back on that era now as having been a deep initiation, not just individually but collectively. Fear was there, horror was there, suffering was there. But love was there too.

Love was there in the people who were dying, and in the people who were there to try to help them die peacefully. Love was there in the support groups we held, the nonprofits we established, the arms with which we held each other, the hospitals where we visited each other, the acceptance with which we faced the death of so many, and the endless tears we cried and which I’m crying now as I write this.

I learned from that experience what tragedy looks like. But I also learned how beautiful people can be. To have learned those things on the level I learned them then is to know them in a way I could never forget. Whenever I meet someone I knew then, I feel a bond. We share something that did not go away when that period ended, something that would mark all of us forever. We lived through a crisis, yes. But in surviving it, we learned something very important: not only that crises pass, but that love is what gets us through them.

I have borne witness to many other crises since that time, both in my own life and in the lives of others. I’ve lived long enough to know, both personally and professionally, that there are seasons of life. As my father used to say, you take the good with the bad. From divorce and painful breakups to the deaths of loved ones to surviving abuse to professional and financial failures to serious illness—there are many ways that a life can fall, many variations of grief, and many forms that devastation can take. But one thing that makes suffering bearable is love. Love not only makes a crisis endurable; it makes it transformable. For where there is love, miracles happen. Love changes people, and when people are changed we change the world around us.

I have seen how love changes one life, but I have also seen how love changes groups of people. As someone who experienced the time of the Vietnam War with the attendant violence of the 1960s, and then the AIDs epidemic, I know what it feels like when groups of people experience a collective trauma.

In many ways, the political situation in America today seems like those times. Once again, there is an experience of shared chaos and anxiety. Our personal and political foundations seem as though they are under assault. But what feels to me to be lacking now is a sense that we are going through this crisis together. Too many seem to think today that their stress and anxiety is theirs alone, or at the least not deeply related to the stress and anxiety of others. The culture of self-centeredness that emerged in the 1980s and helped create this crisis to begin with now leaves us weakened in our capacity to deal with it. During Vietnam, the trauma was everyone’s. During the AIDS crisis, the trauma was everyone’s. But today, people are oddly cocooned in their misery. Many fail to realize either the collective reasons for our problems, or the collective changes necessary in order to solve them. Yet within the awareness of our oneness lie both our power to rise up and the ladder on which to climb. A belief in separation is always at the root of a problem, and a realization of our oneness is always at the root of its solution.

Self-love has become an odd sort of god in America. A generation that has become so sensitive to its own pain is often desensitized to the pain of others. One would think Jesus had come to earth to say, “Love yourself.” Somewhere along the line, the “Love each other,” “Love your neighbor as yourself” part has been subtly minimized, conveniently so for a market-based system that legitimizes self-centeredness as a lead-in to “I absolutely have to have this.”

Any person, economic system, or political establishment that fails to concern itself with the pain of others is out of alignment with spiritual truth. And where there is a lack of spiritual alignment, chaos is inevitable. Spirituality is the path of the heart, and compassion for the human condition. Yet American politics has developed for decades in a direction that has had increasing disregard for such tender mercies. Hard data, hard facts, quantifiable factors are what’s deemed to be real—serious, sophisticated, and relevant—making the separation of head from heart more justifiable and tenable. Material concerns matter, while spiritual concerns are deemed the stuff of fantasy. To the analytical mind, the journey of the soul seems irrelevant. And that is the beast. From there, we are lost.

The ego mind is very sly, and it’s not a big leap from ignoring the pain of others to ignoring the fact that you yourself are inflicting pain on others. Once we give ourselves social permission to think that money, not love, is the organizing principle of a well-adjusted society, chaos is inevitable. And that is what has happened to us. The money of a few is given more attention than the pain of the many; the needs of those who are playing the game are deemed more important than the pain of the many left out of it. A phrase like “job loss” is a cold description, easily ignored after an hour’s business meeting, for what is an experience of despair in the lives of millions.

Our political establishment was gobsmacked by the success of Donald Trump in the last presidential election for exactly that reason. It didn’t see it coming, but it should have. In its arrogant reliance on what it considers “hard facts,” the political establishment failed to hear the galloping of a million hooves coming at it. And it didn’t hear those hooves for one reason only: it wasn’t listening. Psychological pain doesn’t register on its radar. The chronic economic despair of millions of people—despair that our political establishment had in part created and largely failed to address—had been going on for years, and it was going to make itself heard in that election.

The political establishment was caught off guard because words like “despair,” “anger,” and “anxiety” refer to emotions, and the establishment mind-set sees emotions as “soft” rather than “hard” political factors. Its worldview is transactional rather than relational, treating the exchange of money far more seriously than the exchange of love. But a healthy political order does not leave our deep humanity out of the equation; it values the workings of the heart as well as the workings of the economy. Government is here to serve its people, and people are not just job numbers or cogs in a corporate machine. We are living, breathing, divinely created beings on this earth for a high and mighty purpose. No politics, and no political establishment, that fails to see us that way or treat us that way is worthy.

We don’t just need a progressive politics or a conservative politics; we need a more deeply human politics. We need a politics of love. Love is the angel of our better nature, just as fear is the demon of the lower self. And it is love, not fear, that has made us great. When politics is used for loveless purposes, love and love alone can override it. It was love that abolished slavery, it was love that gave women suffrage, it was love that established civil rights, and it is love that we need now.

Fear has been politicized once again, and once again love must respond. Fear has been harnessed for political purposes, and the only thing powerful enough to override that fear is a harnessing of love. But love must be more than the reason we’re doing something; it must also be the way we’re doing it. Only nonviolent, spiritual resistance avoids the trap that is turning us into that which we resisted. Anger is like the white sugar of activist energy; it gives adrenaline in the short term but is debilitating in the long term. Love is the nutrition of the gods.

Where racism, bigotry, and hatred have been harnessed for political purposes, we need to harness love for political purposes. Where an economics without empathy or compassion has been harnessed for political purposes, we need to harness love for political purposes. Where the foundations of our democracy are being corroded by corruption, we need to harness love for political purposes. What is going on in America today is not just a political contest; it is a spiritual contest. Bigger forces are at work than mere political strategizing can cast from our midst. The darkest parts of the human psyche are seeking political expression, in America and around the world. Nothing short of a politics of love can drive them from our midst.

Over the last few decades, in keeping with the way pretty much everything else in America has been driven into a corporate straitjacket, American politics has been drained of its juice and turned into a rationalistic, abstract intellectual exercise based more on economic than human imperatives and invested more in dumbing down than in uplifting the American people. Our government has become a system of legalized bribery, less concerned with deep issues of humanity’s purpose and more with shallow questions of money and power. This has put our politics squarely out of alignment with the evolutionary lure of this new century and the yearnings of the human heart.

People sense this, and a new wave of revolutionary fervor is rising up among us. It signals a new conversation out of which will emerge a new path forward. A fear-based, undemocratic influence has infected some of our most important institutions, and ancient thought forms of oppression and domination have reappeared among us. And we, like generations before us, are called upon to respond.





Shaken Awake

Just as the body has an immune system, so does a society. Just as cells awaken to the need to heal an injured body, citizens awaken to the need to heal an injured group. No one had to tell anyone in New York City after the attacks of September 11, 2001, to show up to volunteer, to give blood, to help victims in any way they could. There is a deep instinctive yearning in all of us to create the good and repair the broken.

Several months ago, I was on an airplane when, just as it was gaining altitude after takeoff, a closet in the front flight attendant’s cabin flew open. Food trays and drinks went everywhere, rolling down the aisle. What happened next was interesting. The hands of everyone sitting in an aisle seat just went to work, almost as though they were separate from the bodies they belonged to. The aisle was a sea of hands working together as though they had their own intelligence. Belonging to people who couldn’t even see each other, one hand would pick up a can, pass it to someone else, and join with another to pick up a tray, all in a hugely smooth and successful operation that entailed no conversation whatsoever. No one messes around when there’s a challenge on an airplane. If there’s a job to do, you simply do it. And no one should mess around when there’s a challenge to our democracy either.

The same biological intelligence at work in the physical immune system, the same emotional intelligence at work when responders came to the aid of victims after 9/11, and the same group intelligence at work on the airplane that day are available to us now should we choose to use them. We are going through a difficult time in America, and our political salvation lies in the arousal of a group intelligence.

For a country as for an individual, the issue is not just what we’re going through, but also who we choose to be as we go through it. The same psychological, emotional, and spiritual dynamics that prevail in the life of one person prevail in the life of a group, because a nation is simply a collection of people. That’s why those who understand what makes one life change are those who have a clue about how to change the world. Psychologists and philosophers know more about what’s going on in America today than do traditional political strategists. And more important, in many cases they know more about what to do about it.

What is going on in our country is not just a political crisis, but a moral and a spiritual crisis as well. Our political challenges are mere symptoms of a deeper malaise and a deeper dysfunction. Humanity itself is being challenged to move on to the next stage of our evolution. If we try to solve our political problems only through traditional political means, the symptoms will merely morph into different forms. The only way we can deeply address our problems is if we are willing to address them on the level of cause.

The area of race is a specific example. As important as it was to abolish slavery, no stroke of a presidential pen or constitutional amendment could eradicate racism. What other generations changed on the outside, we need to also change on the inside. A politics of love is a holistic perspective on human change, addressing the internal as well as external aspects of societal dysfunction. Otherwise, ancient symptoms simply morph over time into new iterations.

Three tasks follow from our decision to apply spiritual wisdom to solving our political problems. First, we need to look the crisis squarely in the eye and take full responsibility for how we got here. Second, we need to atone for our mistakes as a nation and return to the democratic principles and universal human values from which we have strayed. Third, we need to realign our politics with the imperatives of love and humanitarian concern rather than the imperatives of short-term profit and power dictated by an amoral economic system.

In addition, we all need to take responsibility for the part we played as citizens in allowing our current upset to happen. As tempting as it is in life to blame everything on someone else, “other people” aren’t always the problem. Our current political problems are like opportunistic infections that couldn’t have taken hold unless we’d had a weakened societal immune system.

Our current problems did not come out of nowhere; in many ways, they’re the inevitable consequence of compromises that we as citizens, in ways both large and small, made with the better angels of our nature over decades. As we neglected our civic responsibilities a little bit over here, disengaged from politics over there, allowed ourselves to be distracted by unimportant things over here, acquiesced to the diminishment of justice over there, compromised our values over here, and ignored a problem because it wasn’t happening in our own neighborhood over there, slowly but surely our democracy began to experience serious distress.

It’s easy to cast blame on others, but what’s more helpful at this time is to take a deeper look at ourselves and our own issues: our distractedness, our belief that we are “too cool to care,” our cynicism, our cultural superficiality, our denial, our lack of historical understanding, our insistence that “we aren’t political.” We the people have a problem, but at the deepest level we the people got ourselves into this ditch. And only we the people can get ourselves out of it.

Having won a world war for the cause of freedom in the mid–twentieth century, we didn’t stop loving our freedom, but we began to take it for granted; we started tending to our money more than to our values, and we started protecting our egos more than our freedom. We became preoccupied with ourselves as individuals, concerned less with how to be good men and women and what it means to be a good society than with how to be rich and powerful. We were lured into a seductive web of lesser, self-centered goals, both as individuals and as a nation. We became reckless, irreverent, and irresponsible with too many things in too many ways. And now we are reaping what we have sown. The group naiveté of too many people thinking that “politics doesn’t really matter,” or that “other people are taking care of it,” allowed a raging group pathology to develop.

Navigating this crisis will take not only the political renewal of our institutions but also some personal renewal of all of us. To reweave the rent fabric of our country, we’re going to have to stitch it back together one torn place at a time. In order to grow from this collectively, we’re going to have to grow from it individually. In the words of Martin Luther King Jr., we need “qualitative change in our souls as well as a quantitative change in our lives.”

That we have serious challenges before us is true. And there is no reason to think that the assaults we’re experiencing now will be lessening anytime soon. The very foundations of our democracy have been shaken, and we’re in a situation we’ve not experienced in our lifetime. From threats to the press to assaults on equal treatment before the law, from economic policies that favor the wealth of a few over the health of people and planet to authoritarian behavior that runs counter to traditional democratic norms, many in power today have done more to undermine democratic governance than to exercise it. Our democracy itself is in peril now.

We’re being reminded—painfully, and at a late hour—that democracy cannot be taken for granted. Perhaps we needed to get this close to the cliff for enough people to realize that we really don’t want to fall over it. And often what shakes us to our core is what shakes us awake.

Americans have prevailed against threats to our democracy before, and we are going to do it again. From our earliest beginnings, there have been forces consistently ready to undermine the American experiment. Yet anyone who knows anything about American history knows that if Americans are sometimes slow to awaken to our problems, we slam it like nobody’s business once we do.

We need, in our time, Lincoln’s proverbial “new birth of freedom.” Nothing less than that will override the forces that threaten us now. We need to take an evolutionary leap forward in how we think about ourselves and how we relate to each other; in what we think about America and how it relates to the rest of the world. We need to think deeply about our ancestors and more responsibly about our descendants. We need to awaken to the cries of children, to the cries of the desperate, and to the cries of the earth. We need a revolution of the heart.

It is not political mechanics but rather philosophical vision that will pull us back from the cliff and deliver us to sturdier ground. The power we need will emerge not from the identities that separate us but from the principles that unite us. One of our founding principles is e pluribus unum, or “unity in diversity,” and as Americans we should cherish both. The level of our external separation is the level of our rich diversity, and that is a good thing. But what separates us physically need not divide us emotionally; what makes you different is not what should make you suspect. But now, in this moment of peril, we need to remember the universal principles that unite us as well. We need them to glue back the pieces of our fractured nation. We are white Americans and black Americans and brown Americans, Christian and Jewish and Muslim and atheistic Americans, gay and straight and transgender Americans, wild hipster Americans and staid traditional Americans, progressive Americans and conservative Americans. But we are all Americans. Every problem being experienced by any one group of Americans is rooted in the fact that we have strayed, as a nation, from the principles that apply to all Americans. To forget that freedom belongs to every American makes any American vulnerable. Whatever they can do to anyone they could someday do to you.

America’s democratic values—that we are created equal; that we’re given by God inalienable rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness; that governments are instituted to secure those rights—are the rock on which we stand. They come from the higher mind, and are the sacred calling of citizenship. More than any law or institution, those values are our only sure protection from tyranny. We need to rediscover them and fall in love with them again. It isn’t enough that our values be inscribed on marble walls or on parchment. They must be inscribed in our hearts, generation after generation, or they lose their moral force. Only our love for them, and for each other, can unite us in a common field of devotion. From that field alone will we derive the power to endure and transform these difficult times.





A New Politics

Our politics today is severely out of alignment with our decency, our love, and our higher intelligence—but we need to do more than just whine about that. We need to course-correct. We need to realign our politics with the angels of our better nature. We need to reclaim it for the best of who we are.

No one is doubting anymore that politics matters. What has happened in our country since the last presidential election makes political disengagement no longer an option for any serious person. We’ve learned the hard way the truth of the old French saying “If you don’t do politics, politics will do you.” Now we need to create a new political consciousness and drive it forward without delay.

Americans are not inherently a complacent people. It is in the characterological DNA of this country to push back against assaults on our freedom and to rise up when we have fallen down. The arrival of a new historical moment and the desire of the human heart to right the mistakes of the past: that was the original genesis of the country, and it’s the psychological force we need to drive us forward now.

A person who lacks empathy or conscience is a sociopath. Similarly, an economic system that is essentially amoral—that does not factor empathy or conscience into its determination of right action—is a sociopathic economic system. When a government has become for all intents and purposes a mere handmaiden to such an economic system, democracy dies. Today, Americans are living at the behest of a tyrannous economic system that puts the short-term profit maximization of huge, multinational corporate entities before the health and well-begin of our people, the people of the world, and the planet on which we live.

Such is the crisis in which we find ourselves. Such is the crisis we must now transform.

This country was born in repudiation of tyranny, and we have shown at various times in our history that we have it in us to do it again. We have overthrown forces ranging from slavery to the oppression of women to Hitler’s armies to institutionalized white supremacy, and more. Our ancestors were not sissies: when faced with forces of oppression, they said, “We can handle this.” And then they did.

Most of the historical challenges to our freedom have taken the form of specific activities or institutions, like operable tumors that needed to be surgically removed. What confronts us now, however, is something more like a cancer that has already metastasized. What threatens our democracy today is an amoral economic worldview that puts money before love and things before people. It is an idolatrous mind-set that expresses itself in various ways through environmental, economic, and other forms of injustice that inevitably sacrifice the rights of people at an economic altar. The US government concerning itself more with the well-being of market forces than with the well-being of people and planet has created an
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