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  About the Author


  
    Finding Your Own True Myth


    I was driven to ask myself, in all seriousness, “What is the myth you are living?” I found no answer to this question… So, in the most natural way, I took it upon myself to get to know “my” myth, and this I regarded as my task of tasks.


    C. G. Jung, Symbols of Transformation,p. xxiv-xxv


    


    What does it mean to find your own true myth? The word “myth” has double meaning. Myth means ignorant falsehood and erroneous belief; it also means sacred wisdom-story and transcendental Truth. Understanding how it means both is a high attainment.


    The modern understanding is that most all religious ideas are myths. That means they are stories, metaphors and teaching tools to alter human beings’ consciousness. Myths give explanation and meaning for what life is. Myths inspire wonder. Admittedly, religion has resulted in some of the greatest horrors in history, but it’s also what has helped us see that those horrors were horrors. The myths seem to grow with—and perhaps to guide—the evolution of consciousness. Myths are not true in the way of facts. But the fact that people have believed them reveals something profound about what it is to be human. They give hints and clues to something deeper than themselves, to a greater reality of which we are all part. In a sense, they are like Rorschach Tests that reveal the unconscious—and the “collective unconscious” of Earth.


    Those inkblots psychiatrists show their patients reveal deep unconscious or preconscious clues to the patients’ mindset. Similarly, the religious stories and myths of folklore and pop-culture and themes and memes we resonate with and come to believe in reveal, and shape, our deepest mindsets and spiritual aspirations. We learn who we really are by examining—and feeling—what moves us and seems to us to give our lives meaning.


    But these myths are “not only symptoms of the unconscious (as indeed are all human thoughts and acts),” wrote Joseph Campbell in his monumental 1949 book The Hero with a Thousand Faces.They are "also controlled and intended statements of certain spiritual principles, which have remained as constant throughout the course of human history as the form and nervous structure of the human physique itself” (p. 221). Religious stories and myths don’t have to be true, in the scientific sense. That’s not what they are for. Rather they are to allude to some greater—­inspirational—dimension of reality, i.e., those “certain spiritual principles” which are true because they are built into us at the level of mind.


    We need a new myth, a myth that explains religion and a whole raft of paranormal and fringe phenomena. All these evolve out of the cosmic origin, the Big Bang—as does everything. On a planetary level, such a myth should describe—and thereby guide—the process of evolution itself upwards into conscious self-awareness and beyond. And, on the individual level, it should guide seekers to find richness and fulfillment in their own lives, showing them how to experience “heaven” now. That’s why finding your own true myth is important.


    This new myth is developing all around us; it’s the understanding of the mythic dimension of consciousness. It’s not embraced by official religion, and religious people aren’t necessarily accepting of it, because it can seem to dismiss their “truth.” But it is happening; it’s being assumed as realistic. It’s how you make sense of the clash between religion and science. This is what famous Stanford University professor of comparative religions and a founder of both Esalen Institute and the American Academy of Asian Studies, Frederic Spiegelberg called “the Religion of No Religion,” and it is a major evolution in religious consciousness (Kripal, Esalen: America and the Religion of No Religion, pp. 49-50). And it’s what people, especially young people, mean, even if vaguely understood, when they call themselves in dating sites, hookup ads and Internet profiles: “spiritual, not religious.”


    Understanding the nature of myth this way hints at that greater reality and explains religion and “the super natural” as manifestations of it. But that “greater reality” remains elusive and unknowable, so even this insight can only result in another metaphor, another myth. The whole idea that there’s deeper truth in myth is itself another myth, but a higher level myth, a myth about myth, a meta-myth, a “new myth.” It’s the myth that there’s a Great Secret that all the myths have pointed to.


    The old stories have lost meaning and power because they don’t make sense in the modern, scientifically-explained world. We know what causes weather. We know how the cosmos works. We know about evolution. We understand disease and mental illness. We know about too many gods around the globe to believe that any one of them is the only real one and all the rest false. It only makes sense that they’re all false—at least at the level of their stories and specific metaphysical teachings. Or that they are all true—but at some level of greater reality and higher perspective from which they can all be consistent with one another.


    How is it, for example, that the Pearly Gates, the Tunnel of Light, purgatory, the bardo, reincarnation, afterlife, heaven and hell, and simple extinction can all be different ways of describing the thing that actually happens in human death? The fact that the mind creates such stories, and that they can affect us so powerfully, hints at that greater dimension of consciousness. That’s what they are really about. What can inspire us today with wonder is the realization of the nature of consciousness itself that is revealed behind the myths, but that itself always remains hidden.


    The expression “myth of the great secret” refers to the pattern in myth, fable, and religion that hints there is some important piece of information which we need in order to make sense of everything and to make our lives work successfully, but which we don’t have. It’s a secret.


    Discovering this secret is one of the aims of the spiritual life; it is also one of the aims of psychotherapy, and especially Jungian psychotherapy. C.G.Jung and Sigmund Freud were part of the development of psychological awareness that is one of the great steps in human evolution accomplished in modern times, the ability of the mind to think about itself. Jung’s contribution was that mental well-being and healing are intertwined with religion, myth, the occult, the alchemical and the supernatural—all of these being at root phenomena of consciousness or of what Jung called the psyche.


    In the epigraph from Jung above, the secret which he decided he needed to get to know is “ ‘my’ myth.” The myth of the secret is where everybody starts, the sense that there’s something you need to know.


    “My myth” is my worldview and understanding of what everything is and what it all means. In childhood, we are unconsciously and automatically indoctrinated into a worldview—one that was other people’s. As we grow up, if we’re lucky, we can come to understand this phenomenon and take responsibility for how we want to see the world. Jung called this growth process individuation, implying that for psychological and spiritual health a person needs to separate him or herself from the common assumptions and illusions of parents and teachers and those around them and find their own world and worldview—the one that is “mine.” In mythic terms, this process is metaphorized as The Hero’s Journey, and the guide that points the way to individuation is metaphorized as a Wise Old Man.
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    By happy turn of events, for the Wise Old Man of my own personal journey and teacher about myth and the real meaning of religion, I got the authority on the subject, the author of The Hero with a Thousand Faces, Joseph Campbell himself. According to this renowned comparative religions scholar, the story of the Hero’s Journey forms the “monomyth” that is the framework for all the other myth motifs. All stories are variations on that one story, and the telling of it provides the teaching opportunity for all the various religious ideas, like God, Goddess, afterlife, grace, sin, taboo, reincarnation, etc., that shape the hero’s path of adventure and constitute the various religions’ worldview and metaphysical doctrines.


    “Hero” has come to mean somebody who does something self-sacrificing, something scary, something dangerous, something somebody has to do but nobody wants to. Campbell’s idea of the Hero Journey includes that kind of heroic feat, but is much broader.


    The Hero’s Journey forms the pattern of every person’s life. Everyone of us is a hero on a quest for our True Self. The journey usually begins with a secret. This secret is what the hero, the protagonist of the story, is searching for. Sometimes it’s a map to a treasure or the answer to a riddle or the truth about who his or her father really was or, even, how to spin straw into gold or reunite the soul with God.


    The pattern is this: feel a calling, start out on a great adventure, leave home and safety, follow guidance from helpers and wise old men and wise crones, avoid tricksters and detours, run into obstacles and overcome them, be brave, overcome fear and resistance, reach your goal, strike at just the right moment, rescue your beloved or achieve your destiny, discover a secret, find a treasure or marry the beloved, then come home bringing boons.


    This is the story hunters have told around the fire when they’ve come in from the hunt and warriors from the battle—and have been doing so for some hundred and fifty thousand years. No wonder it’s built into us.


    It’s the pattern of human sexual intercourse: seducing the beloved, overcoming obstacles, engaging in foreplay, going into the altered state of arousal, accomplishing intromission, rising, holding back, rising, holding back, rising, rising, achieving release and rapture, then gradual decline, withdrawal, afterglow.


    During any specific episode in life, it describes how we face events and resolve problems. It’s Elizabeth Kübler-Ross’s Five Stages of Grief: Denial, Bargaining, Anger, Depression, Acceptance. And just like with the stages of grief, it helps to understand that you’re going through a process. It’s almost always about leaving home and returning to home with both self and home transformed. That’s the story of Dorothy and the Wonderful Land of Oz.


    The Hero Cycle also shows up in what famed New York literary agent Scott Meredith called the Plot Skeleton: A recognizable three-dimensional main character (protagonist/hero), someone with whom the reader can sympathize and identify, finds himself confronted at the very beginning of the story with a Problem, which must be seen, both by the protagonist and by the reader, as something serious, specific, not necessarily complex, but certainly urgent. As the protagonist attempts to find the answer to his problem, he becomes embroiled in a series of Complications, which take the reader deeper into the web of conflict caused by the initial difficulty. The protagonist’s situation progressively increases in severity, matters become darker and more urgent, until finally the reader arrives at the Climax, the point of absolute crisis. Now all seems lost, and the reader is under the impression that the protagonist will be defeated by his problem. At the last moment, however, he rallies to arrive at the Solution, in which the original problem is overcome. The protagonist must accomplish his task single-handedly (or as near to that as circumstances will allow), and the story, in providing a satisfactory solution, must avoid any major coincidence or the saving presence of a deus ex machina. The reader must see that the efforts of the protagonist have led to the successful resolution of the conflict (Writing to Sell).


    This is the plot structure of every movie, TV drama, and novel. If it’s missing, we are unsatisfied with the story. We expect and demand it. If your novel didn’t follow it assiduously, Scott Meredith wouldn’t be your agent. It is the basic human experience. Over a lifetime, it appears as the stages of psychological and personality development and maturation in each person’s life.


    We can elide Jung and Campbell—and Meredith—to say our task of tasks, our heroic work is to find our own true myth, the story and the worldview that gives our life meaning, richness and direction—the story I tell myself about who I am and what my life is about and what it’s for.


    Campbell is known for saying that he didn’t think it was “meaning” people really wanted, but rather an “experience of being alive.” His comment is a reminder that this is not happening only at a mental, cerebral level, it’s also physical and spiritual—­mind, body and soul. The experience of being alive is about feelings and vitality and self-awareness. And it’s about rapture and bliss, about being part of something greater than just ego-identity—our “true myth.” And maybe there’s even something beyond mental, physical and spiritual, something we don’t understand yet—like we didn’t understand genetics and DNA a hundred years ago—something that in mythic terms might be called “karmic” or transpersonal.


    In speaking of the hero as spiritual seeker, Campbell wrote, “The hero is the one who, while still alive, knows and represents the claims of the superconsciousness which throughout creation is more or less unconscious” (The Hero with a Thousand Faces, p. 222). The superconsciousness seeks to know itself. And that is what we are for and what all of human evolution has been about—and the enlightened hero knows it.


    In specifically religious terms, the secret is the fundamental question “Who or what is God?” and its corollary “What does God want me to do?” and “Who or what am I?” And, of course, whether these two questions aren’t really the same.


    The myth pattern says that though this Great Secret is hidden, and perhaps even intrinsically unknowable, it is hinted at everywhere. There’s a Sufi saying that Allah/God is “a hidden treasure that wants to be known and created the world so it could be found.” It is the nature of consciousness to be unaware of itself, because it can’t get outside of itself to achieve a perspective, and yet to reveal itself to itself indirectly and inchoately from within. The secret is revealed throughout our experience as our experience.


    Campbell used to tell about the idea of the 19th-century German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer: “that when you reach an advanced age and look back over your lifetime, it can seem to have had a consistent order and plan, as though composed by some novelist. Events that when they occurred had seemed accidental and of little moment turn out to have been indispensable factors in the composition of a consistent plot. So who composed that plot?” (The Power of Myth, p. 284). That’s the real secret: who is having my—and your—experience?


    In speaking of this theme as a myth, I am using the word as Jung and Campbell did as a term of comparative religion for a motif, a story or set of stories with common symbols, themes, characters and lessons. The myth, for example, of “the birth of the hero,” Buddha, Moses, Paul Bunyan; or of “the star-crossed lovers”: Romeo and Juliet, Hero and Leander, Running Bear and Little White Dove. The expression “the myth of the Resurrection” refers—affirmatively—to the Christian story of Jesus coming back from the dead, and also to the fact of the various other stories and religious beliefs from around the world of the dying-and-rising god, like the Norse Baldr, the Aztec Quetzalcoatl, the Egyptian Osiris and the Green Man of European pagan traditions. In this sense of the word, myths are true because people have believed them and that has changed their lives, that is, the myths are true because they have power.


    The myth of the great secret can also be understood using the word as in modern parlance to mean a falsehood. For indeed, the secret behind the secret is that there’s no secret. And that’s because—even according to the myth—it’s everywhere revealed; it’s just not recognized because it’s hidden in the myth that it is secret. And that is also because the nature of all myths is that they are false, at least as descriptions of reality; they are really descriptions of consciousness. All gods exist in the mind—but are no less powerful for that reason. In fact, that is what gives them their power to change lives.


    In a book called The Great Secret, Count Maurice Maeterlinck, the 1911 Nobel Prize winner for Literature, reported on his study of the world’s religions. He declared that the common theme of all religion is that God is unknowable and all religions are based on guesswork and fabrication. “The Great Secret, the only secret, is that all things are secret” (p. 266).


    That is certainly not how I—and I would bet, most of you, Dear Readers—was brought up to understand faith and religious doctrine. As a devout Catholic, I was taught to believe every word of the catechism. Every story the nuns told us I accepted just like history, math or geography. Being a “good Catholic” meant affirming the absolute truth of Catholic doctrine. The discovery that all that “truth” was really metaphor and fable was a life-changing event. The quest for that discovery—that Hero’s Journey—begins with the feeling that there’s a secret, a Great Secret.


    There’s something we feel we ought to know, but don’t. Something is missing in our conception of our reality. There’s a secret we need to find. This is, of course, the compulsion that has driven human evolution and discovery. Science is the perfect example of that inherent human urge to figure out the secrets, to know more and understand everything more fully.


    It happens at the level of personal consciousness as well. There’s a feeling we need to figure out how to make our lives work, how to be happy. Psychoanalysis and modern psychology have taught us that there are parts of ourselves we do not know, and that for our mental well-being need to be brought into consciousness. Psychotherapy, at least as it is popularly portrayed in novels and movies, is about recovering forgotten or repressed memories and recognizing secret associations of ideas and symbols that have caused symptoms of distress and dis-ease. These are revealed through lifestory-telling, hypnosis, free-association and slips-of-the-tongue in what Freud called the “talking cure.”


    Our unconscious side communicates to our conscious side by causing us to be interested in things, to be moved by certain thoughts, to feel compulsions and fascinations. Our unconscious side speaks in metaphors and symbols by making us do things or fail to do things that have symbolic meaning. Our unconscious bodily processes speak in the terms of disease and medical diagnosis. Our symptoms reveal how our bodies are manifesting our psyches. Our bodies are our minds’ present images of ourselves.


    Losing your wallet or forgetting to bring your ID might be a reminder from your deeper self to reconsider how you think of yourself and your “identity.” Getting a cold or a rash or even cancer to prevent you from going to some event might be your body’s way to protect you from an experience you don’t want to have. Modern psychological sophistication tells us there’s much more to us than just our conscious egos.


    Who we really are, who is having our experience is the question behind the phenomenon of consciousness itself. It plays out in the nagging, if seemingly shallow, question of how others see us and what our bodies really look like. For we can never see ourselves except from our own perspective. We can never think about ourselves without knowing our whole lifestory with all the associations and feelings that have built up over a lifetime, all our neuroses. Our body self-image and our personal self-concept are always distorted. Our perspective necessarily influences what we can observe.


    This is parallel to the notion in nuclear physics that the presence of the observer alters the phenomenon being observed because the method and tools of observation, the photons, necessarily interact with the phenomena. Our experience of looking at ourselves in the mirror is altered by our vantage point in our eyes near the top of our bodies inside what we’re trying to see and by our very desire to know how we are seen. We cannot be objective.
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    What does finding your own true myth mean then?


    I was involved with the psychotherapy fascination of the 20th century. From mid-century onwards, people thought of themselves as needing to see a psychiatrist—not because they were mentally-ill or were suffering but because they believed there were unconscious factors in their psychological makeup that needed to be brought into consciousness as part of maturing into a full human being. That there were secrets you needed to know about yourself was assumed, and Freud’s talking cure, in whatever manifestation in your life, was how to find them. You’d be a better person if you did.


    So we were fascinated with encounter groups and rap sessions, peer-counseling, college guidance counseling, psychotherapy, psychoanalysis, T-groups, and psychological growth however you could do it.


    As a therapist myself in the mid-70s to the mid-80s, I learned that one of the tricks of getting to the secrets was to own one’s own experience. There was a simple word-play process for this: use I-statements. People frequently distance themselves from their own experience by speaking of themselves in the second-person. “When you tell a lie, you’re liable to hurt somebody you love” really means “When I lied, I hurt my spouse.” Saying “I” instead of “you” when speaking about oneself makes one aware of one’s responsibility for one’s own experience.


    But just as that last sentence sounded stilted because of all the “one” ’s in it, we all use “you” to mean “I” and, frequently, “I” to mean “you,” as in “if I were you” comments.


    The title of this book flips the pronouns. It’s mostly a book about me. It’s Toby Johnson finding his own true myth. But, Dear Reader, you probably picked up the book because you want to know about your myth, your secret, not so much Toby Johnson’s.


    One of Campbell’s principles was that the real subject of every myth is you. He used to tell that his original title for what became The Hero with a Thousand Faces was “How to Read a Myth.” And that’s with you as the central character. So while the details of your life will certainly differ from mine, you are the central character of this book also.


    How “you” and “I” are unique and yet also interchangeable is the great secret. For all of us our own true myth is that we are essentially not separate from one another or from the universe.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    The Myth of the Great Secret III
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    Nobody knows and you can’t find out.


    —John Brockman


    


    


    


    


    There is an environment of minds as well as of space. The universe is one—a spider’s web wherein each mind lives along every line, a vast whispering gallery where… though no news travels unchanged yet no secret can be rigorously kept.


    —C. S. Lewis
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    Toby Johnson


    At the time of the first publication of


    The Myth of the Great Secret, 1980


    Photo by Leslie Peterson


    


    

  


  
    Prologue: Intimations


    The eye with which I see God is the eye with which God sees me. My eye and God’s eye is one eye, and one sight, and one knowledge, and one love.


    Meister Eckhart, Sermon IV


    


    Discovery sometimes comes less from learning and thinking than from insight and intuition. I was in graduate school in Theology on the way to the priesthood; I’d learned about the truths of Roman Catholic Christianity. I’d also studied C. G. Jung and Alan Watts and Joseph Campbell; I’d learned about the various truths of the world’s religions, especially Hinduism and Buddhism. I’d thought a lot about God. But once, in the summer of 1968 when I was living in the Servite Priory in southern California, I experienced intuition. Though it lasted only a moment, it came to influence all my thinking since.


    The monastery was built during the 1920s, house lore had it (perhaps over-imaginatively), by a former gangster’s accountant who wanted to disappear into the California desert where possible enemies would never find him. To gratify the whim of his wife, who had loved the Alhambra at Granada, he constructed a Moorish castle complete with moat, minaret, domes, and hanging gardens. After his death (of perfectly natural causes) the property, like so many other such odd estates, ended up in the hands of the Church, in this case, the Order of Servants of Mary. To counter the Islamic influence, the Servites, as the Order is called, had erected a huge fountain depicting Our Lady’s bodily assumption into heaven right in the middle of the hanging gardens. And to house some fifty novices and students, they’d added two dormitory wings on the crest of the hill above the Castle.


    By the time I arrived at the Priory of Our Lady of Riverside it had been a seminary for years, but it still retained the exotic flavor. There was an octagonal dining room with a domed ceiling that allowed you to whisper to someone directly across the table from you through echoes from the ceiling and be unheard by anyone else at the table—or to listen in to someone else’s whispered conversation; and below that was a secret room accessed through a built-in china cabinet that swiveled open to reveal steps going down.


    The road into the property bridged an arroyo euphemistically referred to as “the moat,” then dipped down to pass under an arcade which upheld a terrace overlooking the arroyo, and finally circled a rock-walled garden in front of the main entrance. From there a huge doorway led into a marbled antechamber, up a few steps, and into the great hall, which the Servites were now using as a chapel. Lining both sides of the huge room were pairs of French doors, the glass painted with brilliant icons depicting the Catholic sacramental system. On the right, these opened onto the terrace above the moat and, on the left, onto a central tiled court, where palm trees and tall cypresses shaded the Shrine of the Assumption and what was left of the gardens of cypresses, succulents, and cactuses.


    It was no longer a hideaway. The sprawl of Los Angeles had reached all the way to the desert and surrounded the property. And there was no need for hiding anymore. Indeed, the seminary maintained a very visible presence in the middle-class suburb of Riverside. We had a large crowd of followers and friends of the community. And we conducted very popular and well-attended liturgies on Sunday mornings. This was in the late 60s when progressive Catholics were spiritually exhilarated by folk guitars and still expected that the Mass in the vernacular was going to make religion more relevant in their lives. It was after one such liturgy, toward the end of the first summer I lived there, that my life was changed.


    After Mass, I had gone back to prepare lunch for the community. That summer I’d taken on responsibility for the kitchen duties. The room was a mess. The previous night, the arrival of visitors from the Midwest had inspired an impromptu party. Now dirty dishes from the coffee-and-doughnuts social following the morning Mass were piling up atop the remains of that party. To add to the confusion, during the evening one of the novices had leaned against a lavatory in an upstairs bathroom, knocking it off the wall. The pipes burst and rained water into the refectory adjoining the kitchen. As part of the late-night repair, the water had been mopped up, but in the morning the floor was still dirty and streaked.


    The Prior of the house, a gentle, saintly, and somewhat reclusive man named Father Peregrine Graffius, assumed the job of waxing and buffing the refectory floor. I think he wanted to avoid all the hoopla surrounding the arrival of the visitors. I set out to straighten up the kitchen and wash the dishes. It seemed like an endless chore. More dishes were being brought in from the after-Mass social than I could keep up with. And nobody was volunteering to help. I grew first angry, then philosophical, then despondent.


    The previous school year I’d been quite taken by the moral philosophy of Immanuel Kant with its insistence that for human actions to have moral significance they had to be done out of duty and not desire. Even before discovering Kant, I’d read Joseph Campbell’s account of the Buddhist saint Avalokiteshvara who overcame personal desire and saved the world by vowing to take upon himself the suffering of all sentient beings. Swept with zeal in the fervor of Campbell’s words, I’d started reciting the bodhisattva vows myself as all Mahayana Buddhists are enjoined to. And so that morning I’d kept reminding myself of my commitment to duty and to overcoming personal whim.


    Just as I finished in the kitchen, the Prior came in and asked me to help him replace the tables in the refectory, then to put away the heavy and bulky buffing machine for him. That would be my last chore. The house was quiet now. All the guests had left. The brothers, for whom it turned out I’d unnecessarily fixed lunch, had gone off with the visitors from the Midwest. All morning I’d been alternately cursing the makers of this mess and berating myself for not accepting my religious duty more gracefully. I was exhausted and emotionally drained.


    I rolled the buffing machine out into the courtyard. It caught on a tile and the brush fell off. As I was replacing it, the machine slipped and fell on my fingers. Then, when I pushed open the door to the chapel, a pile of folding chairs that had been carelessly leaned up against the door frame crashed down, and the brush fell off the machine a second time. I stacked the chairs properly, reassembled the machine, and managed to get it through the door and down the aisle to the back closet where it was kept. I found there was no room in the closet because folding chairs there had also been stacked improperly and in order to get the machine inside the door I had to position it precariously on the edge of the brush. It slipped and fell on my fingers again.


    I slammed the door to the closet. I almost screamed I was so angry. But then a curious peace descended upon me. As I started to walk back toward the front of the hall, I realized that despite my resistance I had been behaving correctly. I had indeed been doing my duty. And, I realized, that was how God would be acting in my spiritual life. I saw that all that had been happening that morning, including all my complaining and resisting and fussing, had been the instrument by which God was shaping and molding my spirit, by which I was being taught to accept things the way they are and not just the way my ego wanted them to be.


    And then, in a flash, I saw that these events had not been the instrument of God, but had been God. And I knew in that moment that I was seeing the face of God. All my life, I had prayed to know what God looked like, to see the face of God. And I knew then that I’d always been seeing it, that I had always been in the presence of God because God had always been my present experience. The chapel turned to God all around and stretched out endlessly. The universe opened up to me. Everything was obvious. My sense of ego disappeared. There was only God and whatever was left of me, I realized, was also God and had always been God. I sank to my knees on the steps of the sanctuary, amazed that suddenly I seemed to be seeing the divine so clearly, and that it was all so simple.


    It lasted only a moment. A quizzical voice inside my head asked if I was having a mystical experience. With that self-reflection, the walls of the room slammed back into place. I was me again, imprisoned in my ego. Shaken but elated, I staggered out of the chapel and across the courtyard. As I was ascending the walkway that led up to the novitiate wing, again for a moment the stairs turned into God bearing me up—as they had always been, but which I’d never understood.


    A kind of homey image occurred to me as I was rising from my knees there in front of the altar as reality was coming back to me: that we are all like ants scurrying around in one of those ant-farm colonies you can make for children, sandwiched between two sheets of glass, and that, in place of sand, the colony is really tunneling through sugar. In my mind’s eye, the ants glittered as though made of fine crystal, and the tunnels were crystal—crystallized sugar. And the ants themselves, if they only knew, are also made of sugar. We’re all one thing, no difference inside and out. It’s all sugar! It’s all God.
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    The experience can be explained away. It may have been simply the effect of coffee and doughnuts—and sugar—and stress and too much adrenaline decaying in my brain. And yet…


    The experience changed my life. I have since then never quite doubted that life is the vision of God’s face—though my measuring and evaluating ego continues to veil it from me—and that such a God is very different from the one I’d been taught about in catechism or that is preached about by television ministers or talked about in mainstream churches.


    I’d been moved spiritually and intellectually by my reading The Hero with a Thousand Faces a few years earlier. Joseph Campbell had explained to my satisfaction how the myths of the world’s different religions are all metaphors for the experience of being alive. He had inspired in me a fascination with the Buddhist myth of the Bodhisattva Avalokiteshavara. He had sown seeds in me, I understood, for the realization of the meaning of that—and of all—myth. He had set me up for the discovery of a secret.


    That is how I discovered that there is a Great Secret that is everywhere hidden and everywhere revealed. Listen, let me tell you a secret…


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 1: Belief in Crisis


    The democratic ideal of the self-determining individual, the invention of the power-driven machine, and the development of the scientific method of research, have so transformed human life that the long-inherited, timeless universe of symbols has collapsed. In the fateful, epoch-announcing words of Nietzsche’s Zarathustra: “Dead are all the gods.”


    The Hero with a Thousand Faces, p.333-334


    


    We are all looking for something that will make our lives rich, interesting, and meaningful. In the past, religion provided the belief systems and rituals that helped individuals and communities understand experience and shape decisions. Religion was the source of understanding in the face of ignorance, solace in the face of disaster, hope in the face of despair. Religion once guided the search, pointing to a reality that made human lives significant and providing a language of symbols for expressing how. But today religion has lost most of its power to move us. The underlying epistemology of religious belief has shifted. People are having trouble believing as they did in the past. The stories don’t seem to make much sense anymore. We don’t think antiquity is a source of authority; in fact, if something is old we generally imagine it’s outdated and probably wrong. The discoveries of modern science and, more importantly, the attitudes of material facticity and scientific skepticism that have penetrated every level of society have undermined religious faith.


    As far back as 1949, when The Hero with a Thousand Faces was published, Campbell could observe the reality of Nietzsche’s sad, but sobering, declaration cited in the epigraph above, which even made the cover of Time Magazine in April 1966. In 1981, when The Myth of the Great Secret first appeared, I framed my presentation of the wisdom I learned from Campbell’s approach in the crisis that seemed to be confronting religion. Thirty-some years later that crisis is just as real, maybe worse. The rise of Fundamentalist Islam and the religious fanaticism that inspires terrorism confounds us that all that devotion and love of God can result in so much bloodshed and conflict.


    We now use the vague, but still meaningful, expression “Spiritual, not religious” as a religious identifier. This can be a cop-out, of course, just a way of avoiding saying you aren’t interested in religion because that might make you look insensitive. But it can also be a profound statement that there’s a deeper truth that traditional religion has expressed metaphorically/mythically, but that we no longer need the metaphors for. We have realized the nature of myth and no longer need to believe in the myths, but we are still devoted to the truth the myths pointed to. We can be fascinated with all the world’s religions and with the “spirituality” beyond them all—not that there is any consistent spirituality behind them or fundamental agreement, just the sense that there’s a world that exists in the mind, not just physical reality.


    But not everybody is ready for that leap beyond belief. The truth we had as children expected to support us seems to be slipping away. We need something solid to hold on to. The rise of mega-churches and the popularity of TV Evangelists is said to demonstrate a return to religion. The involvement of preachers and evangelists in politics indicates the yearning of many Americans for something to believe in and their hope that enforcing traditional religion will get things back to the old days. Unfortunately, this religious fundamentalism, in its zeal, has too often overlooked the real roots of the religious crisis and blamed other people’s immorality instead of the incredibility of pre-scientific belief.


    But perhaps the crisis of religion can be the source of spiritual transformation. That has been a progression I have seen in my own life. From unquestioning belief, I moved into confusion and dismay as the religious tenets I held so dear seemed to conflict with the rational, scientific principles I knew to be correct. At the same time, I was discovering myself to be gay, and so an outsider seeing from another psychological perspective entirely. And this perspective seemed to me the source of my own religiousness and drive for integrity and goodness. Yet religious tradition condemned such an awareness without, I saw even then, understanding what it was talking about. My effort to be both a holy and virtuous spiritual seeker and an intelligent, clear-minded and honest thinker seemed doomed.


    In studying comparative religions in graduate school, I discovered that real religion is only superficially concerned with doctrine and behavior and much more with spiritual awareness. Hinduism, Buddhism, and Taoism as well as Christian mystical traditions are all about developing peaceful and loving attitudes toward self and others, and not about believing in dogmas, doctrines, and ancient stories. From that mystical/spiritual perspective, the emptiness of all truth need be a cause less of apostasy than of ecstasy.


    Even in religious language, the fruit of the mystical quest has sometimes been described as an experience of emptiness. Thus, paradoxically, the sense of emptiness and meaninglessness which has resulted from the attenuation of faith brought about by the scientific age appeared to be, with only a slight twist, the goal of religious experience. Seeing through myth and religion is enlightening and liberating.
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    American presidents, religious leaders and Roman pontiffs have called for a return to a stability of economics, belief, and morality that seems only anachronistic. A new Christian fervor has been proclaimed, but its aims seemed more focused on cutting taxes for the rich and enforcing a middle-class way of life than on promoting Jesus’s gospel of love and care for the downtrodden. The Church, which once taught irrefutable doctrine and offered answers to every troubling question, has now proved to be but one of many institutions proclaiming ideas that often seem in conflict with hard scientific knowledge and good sense and guilty of hiding serious financial and deeply-troubling sexual crimes and indiscretions. Modern social scientists have popularized the idea that the religious institutions are bureaucracies like other bureaucracies, governed by petty concerns that cannot claim divine authorization. A multitude of religions offer a variety of right answers. There are too many gods clamoring for attention and demanding total conviction for thinking people to accept any of them seriously.


    The amount of information about human psychological functioning, social dynamics, economic variables, metaphysical systems, political ideologies, spiritual paths, and mythic traditions that confronts the average person today is staggering. There is literally too much data to process into any sort of meaningful synthesis. This phenomenon has been called the knowledge explosion. One of its consequences is the loss of a unifying framework within which to place or from which to retrieve information. Only computers are able to manage all the data. And the computers have become part of the problem. They overwhelm us with news and information —and disinformation.


    The Internet which promised to make all facts and data visible and available has turned out to be a source of fake facts and disguised misinformation. The business model of the World Wide Web pays writers and news reporters based on clicks they garner, not the truth they report. So the more sensational and outrageous the story, the more curiosity it will pique and the more people will click on it and spread it—like a virus.


    The appeal of sensation—and a clear manifestation of the notion there’s a secret—shows in the popularity of conspiracy thinking and confabulation of news with urban legends, rumors, fake news, and anonymous opinions.


    Paradoxically, truth, once seeming so sure and simple, has become ever more elusive and shifting as information has proliferated. Our world seems to be slipping out from under us. Life seems controlled by forces no one can quite determine. The media seems to edit and shape the news to suit its own social and financial ends. People don’t know if they can believe the reports on the six o’clock news or trust the editorial page of The New York Times. How can we deal with an encyclical from the Pope? Almost all of our unifying beliefs have been dismissed as myths by scientifically minded men committed to objectivity and reason. What has resulted is an epistemological malaise—a confusion about the nature and meaning of truth and a deep existential despair.
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    Scientific investigation involve several pragmatically selected assumptions:


    • that the only access to information is through the senses;


    • that accurate information must be verified by experimentation;


    • that for the purposes of experimentation, the number of variables to be considered can be reduced to a minimum;


    • that experiments must be replicable by any other experimenters; and


    • that experimentation verifies causal relationships among discrete variables.


    Though useful for practical problem-solving, these assumptions, when generalized, suggest that the world is made up only of autonomously existing entities which are related in simple, mathematically describable ways and which can be isolated from one another and from their interrelationships. The reality implied by experimental method is one-dimensional, simple, and discrete; the only worldview assumed to be reasonable is focused, objective, and causal.


    As seen by the average person—whose reality is often a haphazardly constructed composite of high school science rendered out-of-date by the acceleration of progress, misunderstood news stories, and private extrapolation—the modern world appears nothing more than a collection of concrete, lifeless, external objects, devoid of any “meaning” beyond blind obedience to mechanistic scientific principles.


    There has been serious criticism of both the nature of scientific method and the focus of scientific research. Philosophers, inside as well as outside the scientific community, have argued that experimentation only verifies its own original assumptions. Quantum Mechanics and Werner Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle recognize that the observer can never be divorced from the phenomena under observation, because the choice of perspective and the technique of observation affect the phenomena. You are always part of the thing you are observing.


    A Sufi parable illustrates part of the problem. There’s a drunk searching the ground late at night around the base of a lamp post. A passerby stops and offers to help. The drunk explains he has lost the key to his house and asks the passerby to join in the search. But after a momentary look around, seeing that there is no key near the lamp post, the passerby asks, “Are you sure you dropped it here?” “Oh no,” says the drunk. “I dropped it down the street a ways, but it’s too dark down there to see it, so I came up here to look where the light is better.” The rational investigation of common sense reality may well be like that drunk’s. The answers sought may lie out in the dark, in elusive, nonrational phenomena, not in the easily investigated light.


    The great scientific paradigms change. Concepts in high-energy, post-atomic age physics have been replaced by newer cosmological theories, like “string theory,” “supergravity,” and “M-2 brane” theories and the multiverse, which in turn have been confounded by the discovery of “dark matter” and “dark energy,” which seem even more mysterious and counter-intuitive and call into question our whole science of the material universe. When ninety-seven per cent of the cosmos turns out to be “dark” and invisible, it’s hard to say we are doing empirical science.


    New paradigm philosophers and critics of science Joseph Chilton Pearce and Theodore Roszak in the 1970s argued that the universe is in itself amorphous and shaped by human consciousness. Quantum physics insists human choice and consciousness which collapse probabilities into realities must be integral to the fabric of spacetime. New paradigm biologist Rupert Sheldrake says that the world is alive and the shape of the world is determined by psychically and behaviorally-influenced morphogenetic fields that change with repetition. Thus the focusing, intentionality, and replication involved in scientific experimentation perhaps alters the nature of reality itself and so guarantees the success of the method.


    How do we know what’s real? And is what’s real only what is material and sensorily verifiable? What about what’s going on in the mind? How do our minds influence our experience?


    At any rate, often the focus of research is determined less by a will to discover truth than to meet the economic needs of modern society. There is no such thing as pure research. Scientific investigation requires vast amounts of money. That money comes from business, from government, or from foundations funded by business. And it is available only after carefully prepared research proposals are submitted to and approved by committees well-aware of the sources of this money. Technology necessarily focuses on the economic needs of the society that hosts it, and, like any good guest, it seldom insults its host. That there has been any debate and disagreement at all over global climate-change is evidence that science and technology can be manipulated for economic and political objectives.


    While some of this questioning has filtered down to the populace, it has only exacerbated the modern malaise. Some wise scientists and philosophers of science may understand that they are working only to expand the area of light beneath the lamp post and that their explanations of reality may never be complete and will never be absolute. But ordinary citizens have not been able to keep up with the great paradigm shifts that have accompanied progress.


    Some people are still debating revelation versus experimentation and observation. A huge segment of the population clamors for religious authority and biblical certainty and denies the facts of science—and the civil rights of vilified minorities—in the name of religious liberty. The obvious fact of biological evolution is denied. The age of the universe is denied. And, oddly, this is often by the same segment that denied that smoking caused cancer and that global warming is happening or, if it is, that it is caused by human activity. It’s as though religion is used to affirm bad science, and the bad science is taken literally for reasons extraneous to both religion and science.


    Technologization also generates a whole new kind of superstitiousness and conspiracy-thinking based in scientific-sounding jargon and possibly plausible physics. Because movie technology can produce incredible illusions, conspiracy investigators can imagine technological ruses. The conspiracy-thinkers question events like the assassination of President John Kennedy, the landing on the Moon, the death of Princess Diana, the September 11, 2001 attack on the World Trade Towers. Are the fakes and ruses coming from the authorities or from the conspiracy buffs or from cyber-enemies or artists and conjurers exercising freedom of expression for fun and profit?


    Yet there are inexplicable events. Was there really a flying saucer captured at Roswell? What are UFOs? Do people really sight yetis and bigfoots? Are people abducted by aliens? Who or what causes crop circles? What about the little boy who remembered his previous life when he was a fighter pilot in World War II? What’s truth and what’s so-called urban legend? There’s just too much to figure out…


    There is another factor that feeds the contemporary malaise. In its most positive form it is the acceptance of pluralism, the recognition that many expressions of truth stand side by side. In its negative and troubling form it is the confusion born of a multitude of conflicting worldviews, a loss of orthodoxy, and the triumph of heterodoxy.


    Throughout history, different belief systems have existed side by side, but leaders in each culture have worked hard to keep orthodox teaching pure. Most of the commandments in the Bible—from the dietary laws of kosher to condemnations of homosexuality—were originally designed to protect Judaism from the encroachment of unorthodox religious beliefs and practices. What the gentiles practiced as religious acts, the Jews condemned as abominations in order to keep Jewish culture separate from gentile.


    Despite efforts to ensure orthodoxy, the feared influences of foreign ideas did occur. Merchants and travelers carried their myths and transported their gods along major trade routes. At least some of the similarities between popular legends and mythological systems around the world can be explained by the spread of stories from one culture to another. In recent times, the spread and reach of cultural diffusion has expanded as never before. Modern communications and transportation have made every place and every idea accessible. The world that was once made up of tiny, sometimes isolated cultures has become, in Marshall McLuhan’s famous expression, a global village.


    A major manifestation of this has been the spread of once regionally limited religious and philosophical systems. There are now probably as many Hindu and Buddhist missionaries in the West as there are Christian missionaries in the East. The sacred texts of all the religions, plus books on every social and political philosophy, are available in most bookstores, and everything is online. Universities in America, in the interest of freedom of thought, teach philosophy or religious studies survey courses that present no particular doctrine or explanation as correct. One consequence of this has been general familiarity with ideas that would once have been alien. Another has been that the plurality of answers causes questioning of the very notion of truth. It seems that everything is true and nothing is true.


    Comparative religions professor and prolific writer Jeffrey J. Kripal notes how the study of comparative religion almost necessarily results in a kind of modern gnosticism. In his book The Serpent’s Gift: Gnostic Reflections on the Study of Religion, he reports how students discover their study has inadvertently initiated them into a secret understanding and higher perspective that transcends all the religions they’ve studied.


    For a polytheistic religion that has always recognized a plurality of gods and devotions, like Hinduism, this presents no great problem. But for the monotheistic religions of the West, like Christianity and Islam, pluralism poses a major challenge. And for the West, so long nurtured by monotheism, the triumph of heterodoxy, inconsistent with naïve realism, demands a major shift in metaphysics and epistemology.


    The concomitant of heterodoxy is relativism, another factor of the epistemological malaise. Relativism—and its 1990s cultural spin-off multi-culturalism—suggests that there is a plurality of expressions of truth because truth looks different from different perspectives. But this is in direct conflict with the experimental requirements of objectivity and replicability. It suggests that even sensory data may not be consistent from time to time, place to place, and person to person. To recognize the relativity of truth is to recognize the interdependence of all phenomena. Nothing remains as a standard against which all else can be judged.


    The ancient Greek Archimedes, who described the mechanics of leverage, said that given a place to stand and a point to use as fulcrum he could move the world. The search for the absolute space—which could provide such a fulcrum—against which all motion could be measured was an obsession of classical physics and Isaac Newton.


    Two hundred years after Newton, Albert Einstein argued there is no absolute space; all motion is relative. The only constant, Einstein said, is the speed of light—the speed of exchange of information—and it remains constant only because motion so distorts space around it that the factors of distance and time, by which velocity is calculated, change. Measuring sticks shrink in the direction of motion. Time slows as speed increases. A different universe from Newton’s!


    Einstein’s hypothesis holds that the presence of activity in space distorts space around it. The Theory of Relativity is about the motion of objects with mass moving in space in relation to one another. Gravity is physical, not metaphysical. Or is it? Perhaps, in a relativistic perspective, the same is true, at least metaphorically, of facts. Each fact seems to influence other facts around it. There is no absolute truth against which all facts can be evaluated, for there is no absolute vantage point from which to view the interrelation of facts. No Archimedian point is possible. Hence relativism and pluralism have undone the notion of a single, knowable truth. Truth appears different from every vantage point, and each person’s life gives him or her a unique vantage.


    Each “creates his own world,” as they say. The universe is a “multiple solipsism” in which all sentient beings are creating their own experiential universes inside themselves. We’re all putting out creative intentions and these bounce back and forth between us in cooperation, competition, conflict, or harmony and, mostly unconsciously, generate a consensual world. And, mistakenly, we assume everyone else is having the same experiences.


    The 2017 book by Deepak Chopra and Menas C. Kafatos You Are the Universe: Discovering Your Cosmic Self and Why It Matters makes this same proposal in the language of cutting edge quantum physics and information theory. They offer a striking analogy:


    


    See yourself perched on the observation deck of the Empire State Building with a physicist next to you. You are both gazing down at the street below. At each corner some cars turn left and others right. Is this a random pattern? Yes, the physicist replies. A statistical array can be charted to show that over a period of time, just as many cars turn right as left. In addition, no one can reliably predict if the next car coming to a corner will turn right or left—the odds are 50/50. But you know that this is a case where appearances are deceiving. Every driver inside those cars has a reason for turning right or left; therefore, not a single turn is random at all. You just have to know the difference between choice and chance (p. 20).


    


    The result of those 50/50 odds is what we think of as reality. The statistical accumulation of a huge number of events is the world. Everybody is deciding for themselves whether to go right or left. Yet from above it all seems random.


    That a popular writer like Deepak Chopra makes this suggestion, in scientific terms, which is, in mythic terms, an idea from Hinduism is an example of how modern consciousness rises above both science and religion. Chopra and Kafatos’ book is an example of a “new myth,” as it has become incorporated into contemporary worldview. They call it a new paradigm. It’s in the title: You are the Universe.


    

  


  
    Chapter 2: Emptiness and the Search


    Whether small or great, and no matter what the stage or grade of life, the call rings up the curtain, always, on a mystery of transfiguration—a rite, or moment, of spiritual passage, which, when complete, amounts to a dying and a birth. The familiar life horizon has been outgrown; the old concepts, ideals, and emotional patterns no longer fit; the time for the passing of a threshold is at hand.


    The Hero with a Thousand Faces,p.42-43


    

    The ability of the mind to turn back upon itself has been cherished as the conscious reflection that makes human beings different from other forms of life on Earth. But this ability is, in part, responsible for much of the confusion that has been wrought in our systems of belief today. Modern thought has so challenged its own sources that it has stripped them of truth. We observe that most every explanation of phenomena believed in the past has been supplanted by a better explanation. We are able to enter into infinite regressions of questions questioning questions, denials denying denials.


    Bertrand Russell, a father of set theory, made the problem of how to catalogue a library famous, asking if the catalogue of books itself belongs in the library. Then logically there should be yet another catalogue that contains all the books plus the catalogue of the books. But then does this metacatalogue belong in the library? These discussions gave rise to a whole series of philosophical questions in mathematical theory about
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