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“I was a
stranger and you took me in, not knowing who I was. Yet for your
gift of lilies you will know.” A Course in Miracles
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Foreword

 


I have known
the author since 1976 and, indeed, more intimately through her
hands and astrological chart. It seems fitting that, as a
practising palmist-astrologer for over forty years, the most
authentic preamble I could give in commending Pauline and her work
would be, in part, through the language of these sublime sciences.
I am confident and pleased to offer this brief testimonial to the
sincerity and genuine truth seeking that permeates throughout
Making Peace with God, making it a truly enjoyable read and
a revealing and insightful journey of self-discovery.

To begin,
Aquarius is the ascending, or rising, sign, in Pauline’s chart,
signifying her serious, humanitarian nature, and one that is
seasoned with an innate sense of life’s ironies. Saturn, the planet
ruling (closely associated with) Aquarius, is exalted in Libra.
Pauline can use her powers of discrimination and wisdom to perceive
circumstances clearly and extract meaning that can be conveyed to
others in a down-to-earth, articulate manner. Moreover, Saturn
occupies the ninth house of the chart, the house of dharma (ethical
behaviour) and higher learning. Together, these auspicious
placements show that Pauline was born to explore the world of the
Infinite.

Significantly,
and confirming the previous astrological observations, Pauline’s
handprints over the years have changed considerably for the better.
In a handprint taken in September 1976, Pauline has a Ring of
Saturn—indicating a more isolated and guarded nature. In handprints
taken in September 2008, this line has been transformed into a
Girdle of Venus. This auspicious sign indicates an intuitive,
inspirational nature in addition to a creative and caring desire to
help humanity.

Additionally,
the angle of Pauline’s thumb in relation to her hand is much wider
than before, showing that she is a freer spirit, unencumbered by
self-limiting inhibitions. This, combined with an improved Mercury
line, the line of self-expression and the Girdle of Venus, points
to an ardent desire to attune to the metaphysical mysteries of life
and to share with others the knowledge gained through these
experiences. This she does to a high degree from the first chapter,
“I Want to Go Home,” to the last, “The Journey Begins.”

On February 1,
2007, Pauline entered a major astrological period associated with
expressive, communicative Mercury that will last twenty years. This
corresponds to the house of creativity—the fifth, and the house of
occult wisdom, transformation and karmic obligations—the
eighth.

Therefore, both
hands and chart signify this to be a time of deep personal
discovery and spiritual connectedness. These observations have
simply confirmed my long-ago suspicions that Pauline would one day
author books such as this one—works that are timely and speak
intelligently and warmly to the hearts and minds of her
readers.

Pauline herself
wished she could have had a book such as Making Peace with God when
she first encountered the teachings of A Course in Miracles
to strengthen her courage and perseverance to pursue its study with
greater conviction. I am sure that this heartfelt account of her
journey, substantially enriched by A Course in Miracles,
will provide an immensely useful stepping stone for those truth
seekers also looking to find their way home.

 


Much success,
lovingly,

Ghanshyam Singh
Birla

Director, The
Birla Centre for Hast Jyotish

September
2008
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Only in a
Dream

 


Only in a dream

Can a world be made up

That is not true.

It not being true,

It cannot create

It cannot last.

It has no power.

And, therefore,

Must have no value.

How can a world that is

Outside the Truth even exist?

It be but a thought

In a dream

Hence it must be unreal.

And what is unreal

Cannot harm me

Cannot destroy me

Cannot cause me pain

Cannot cause me sorrow

Cannot take away my peace.

What is only a dream

Cannot be real.

So it is that I seek

To awaken from the dream

And remember what is real.

 


Pauline Edward, 2006
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Introduction

 


“The journey
that we undertake together is the exchange of dark for light, of
ignorance for understanding.” (T-14.VI.1:1)

 


Unlike the many
books that recount the astonishing spiritual quests of
extraordinary individuals, this is a simple story of one ordinary
person’s sacred journey. Like most people, over the years I have
cultivated countless hopes, dreams and expectations, set goals,
worked hard, struggled to overcome obstacles, won and lost battles.
I have met with joys, successes and triumphs as well as failures,
heartaches and disappointments. I have experienced fulfillment and
longing, laughter and tears, gains and defeats, abundance and
scarcity. I have attained the heights of ecstasy and sunken into
the abyss of heart-wrenching grief. I have loved and been loved,
given and received, nurtured and been nurtured, but, most
importantly, I have lived and I have learned. Such is the normal
stuff of life.

Many people
know me as an astrologer. Given the unusual nature of my
profession, I worked hard to develop a credible business persona so
that I could earn a proper living. This enabled me to build a solid
client base and, in the process, I became a successful
businesswoman, even winning a Chamber of Commerce award for my
efforts. Though in itself a noteworthy accomplishment, that is not
the story that needs telling.

More precisely,
this is the story of the life not seen—my inner life, the part of
the journey that has lain mostly hidden from the world. It is my
quest for spiritual fulfillment, and, by all accounts, it is a
modest journey. There were no extraordinary spiritual encounters or
travels to ashrams in faraway places or initiations by teachers
possessing remarkable powers. There were no voices from beyond or
visits from ascended beings, angels or spirit guides from other
times or places. The truth of the matter is that, although my
journey has had its unique twists and turns, I have, all in all,
lived a charmed life, surrounded by love, support and abundance, no
doubt with more than my fair share of luck and opportunity, never
really wanting for anything.

There would be
no story were it not for the fact that, despite these favours,
since a very young age there brewed beneath the surface a subtle,
yet prickly divine discontent that would gnaw away at any chance of
lasting peace, making it difficult to simply be content with what I
had. There would inevitably be something that was not quite right.
On occasion, I had a strange feeling of being blind, with a
disturbing sense that there was something out there that I needed
to see, something I needed to know, something I was missing.
Unanswerable questions disturbed my sense of order: What was it all
for? Why were we really here? What else was there, if anything?
What happens when we die? Do we just keep returning over and over
again? If so, why? For what purpose? Is there a God? If so, where
is He? What was He thinking when he created heaven and earth? Why
couldn’t we simply have stayed in heaven? Why does He allow
suffering? Why does He not answer my prayers? Variations of these
and similar questions would arise in times of difficulty and
crisis, simmering down and fading into oblivion during periods of
relative peace and contentment.

In the hope of
finding answers to my burning questions, I read books—many books. I
delved into the teachings of the faith of my early upbringing and
explored a variety of religious and spiritual thought systems,
always remaining hopeful that one day answers would come. If
anything, my journey resembles a trek down a long and winding
spiritual buffet line, with occasional pauses when interest was
piqued and needs were temporarily satisfied, but ultimately always
failing to fully satisfy my hunger for truth.

Although I have
sought knowledge for as long as I can remember, I have never
considered myself to be in any way scholarly or even remotely holy,
though I did entertain the notion that I was a spiritual seeker.
I’m certainly not an academic; I don’t even have a college degree.
It may also seem somewhat odd that I have maintained a spiritual
quest for so long, since I am in fact a practical and down-to-earth
person, preferring the tangible to the abstract. And though at
times I may seem to be creative and even inspired, I have said more
often than I can remember, “I’m just a mechanic.”

Interestingly,
sometimes it is the seemingly inconsequential comments made in
passing by ordinary people that turn out to be among the most
significant, leaving behind words that resonate over and over in
the back of one’s mind. One day, while lamenting my lack of
academic savoir-faire to my academically inclined daughter
Caroline, she said simply, “That’s because you’re a gist
learner.”

“Humph,” I
replied, replaying the words in my mind. And although I had never
before heard the expression, I got the gist of what she was saying.
In one very simple statement, I felt profoundly vindicated. After
years of reading and trying unsuccessfully to acquire an
intellectual grasp of the issues that had plagued my existence for
far too long, I had just been told that I was okay. I was a gist
learner. Somehow, I took that to be a good thing. I was no longer
just a struggling, non-academic seeker drowning in a sea of
unanswered questions. To this day, I remain a proud gist
learner.

In the end, my
lack of rigid academic attachments may have been my saving grace,
allowing me to navigate the spiritual buffet line in an
open-minded, naive and ultimately perhaps even more effectual
manner. My search was for a truth that would lead to an experience
of lasting peace and wholeness rather than for a truth that would
satisfy my intellect and allow me to debate with eloquence the
age-old mysteries of the meaning of life. Over the years, guided by
this inner urge rather than by rational motives, I was eventually
led to a teaching in which I found the answers I was seeking, a
remarkable work called A Course in Miracles.

It is the
winding journey that led to the Course and the subsequent discovery
of its powerful and profound message that I share in the pages that
follow. I consider myself a student rather than a teacher of the
Course, and this book is meant as an example of one student’s
process—my process—as I studied and struggled to put into practice
its incredible teachings. This book is not a course on A Course
in Miracles. A list of Course-related resources is provided at
the end of the book for those who wish to learn more.

While my
journey began the day I was born, it only started to truly make
sense once I chose to become a student of A Course in
Miracles. I say chose because the Course is very much about
making choices. It was without a doubt the most provocative
material I had ever encountered and it soon became clear that its
learning and integration would require serious dedication and
application. A casual reading of the book would not suffice. Not
having the theological or academic background to approach this
complex work in an analytical and intellectual manner, I needed
help before I could even begin to make sense of what it said. And
help came. And with that help, despite being faced with a seemingly
impossible thought system, I did eventually acquire enough of a
gist of what it was saying to know that for the first time ever, I
was being told the Truth.

Our journeys
may appear to differ in form, but we all share the same desire to
return home to that place where we are eternally safe, forever and
unconditionally loved, experiencing everlasting peace, where
scarcity is forever replaced by wholeness and abundance. Although
for the most part unconscious, all of our actions are witness to
this fact. As the Course sets forth, it is given to us to awaken
from the dream and return Home, to the peace and love that is our
natural inheritance.

In a way, this
is the book I wish I could have read when I first began to study
the Course, for it would have reassured me that persistence leads
to the gift of answers. Many of my friends and clients are trying
to understand the Course’s teachings. In search of inspiration and
support, some have asked how I came to the Course, they too,
struggling to get the gist of its meaning. HOW DO YOU DO IT? An
exasperated friend wrote in the subject line of an email. Although
I wrote this book in large part for my own sorting out, it is also
their questions and pleas that kept me focused on completing the
task.

This book does
not recount all the events of my life, but focuses rather on those
experiences that reflect the inner struggles and progress of my
spiritual quest as well as some of the circumstances that served to
establish the patterns and motives for the choices made along the
way. What is important is the process, the experiences that led
from one level of understanding to the next, rather than the
details of my everyday life. In the end, at least on the level of
form, it is our perception of the journey and our interpretation of
these perceptions that matter.

(Note: Although
this account is true, as told from my recollections and journal
entries, some of the names have been changed.)
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A Course in Miracles (ACIM) correspond to the numbering
system of the Text (T), Workbook (W), Manual for Teachers (M) and
Clarification of Terms (C) used in the Second Edition. For
example:

T-27.VIII.6:2–5
corresponds to Text, Chapter 27, Section VIII, Paragraph 6,
Sentences 2 to 5.

W-pI.132.5:1–3
corresponds to Workbook, Part I, Lesson 132, Paragraph 5, Sentences
1 to 3.

M-16.4:6
corresponds to Manual for Teachers, Question 16, Paragraph 4,
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C-3.4:1
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Part I: Seek
but Do Not Find

“‘Seek but do not
find’” remains this world’s stern decree, and no one who pursues
the world’s goals can do otherwise.” (M-13.5:8)
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Chapter 1. I
Want to Go Home

“My home awaits me. I
will hasten there.” (W-pII.226) (Interestingly, Lesson 226 of ACIM
corresponds to the 226th day of the year, the day of my birth.)

From A
Course in Miracles, we learn that time is but an illusion, that
even though we seem to be moving forward in a linear fashion, we
are in fact reviewing a journey that has already ended and,
furthermore, it is a journey that was never real. When first
introduced to these concepts, I felt shock and confusion. I
couldn’t even get the gist of what was being said. I had spent the
better part of my life in pursuit of a better future, and, through
my work as an astrologer, had counselled thousands of people on
creating better futures for themselves—or at least that’s what I
earnestly believed I was doing. “Helping you create a better
future, Pauline Edward, Astrologer” was my memory hook at
networking events. My business name and tag line, A Time for
Success, Trends, Cycles and Lifestyle Planning—in fact my entire
professional identity—suddenly went into a tailspin.

“Time is a trick, a
sleight of hand, a vast illusion in which figures come and go as if
by magic. Yet there is a plan behind appearances that does not
change. The script is written. When experience will come to end
your doubting has been set. For we but see the journey from the
point at which it ended, looking back on it, imagining we make it
once again; reviewing mentally what has gone by.”
(W-pI.158.4:1–5)

Here I was
being confronted with the radical idea that in reality, there is no
future, that we are simply watching an old movie, that we do not
actually create anything, that there is no world and that we are
not really here at all. My beliefs about time and the future, and
what now seemed like romantic notions about our creative abilities,
were severely compromised. As I stood back and watched the
dissolution of my entire belief system, I felt as though reality as
I knew it had been suspended. For a moment I hesitated, perched on
the precipice of a drastically new alternate view of reality. But I
wanted answers. I wanted to know that there had to be more than
what I had been taught and what I had learned. Disoriented yet
intrigued, I did as I have done with most things in my life—I
jumped right in.

It took a bit
of time, actually lots of time and especially loads of persistence,
but once I began to grasp the truth of these far-reaching notions,
I understood that if I were ever to reach my goal of returning
home, I would have to take a long hard look at the movie, my movie,
with the right mind, something I would learn to do, as taught in
the Course, with the help of the Holy Spirit and Jesus. Only then
could I begin to remove the blocks that prevented me from awakening
to the truth of who I really was; only then could I begin the
journey home. That’s when it occurred to me that I should take a
trek down memory lane, re-examine my life in light of this new
learning, and, in the process, perhaps hasten my return home.

Coincidentally,
shortly after having begun to work on this book, I listened to a
lecture by A Course in Miracles teacher Ken Wapnick in which
he refers to a workshop exercise where he invited participants to
try to remember their earliest memory. (Living in the World:
Prison or Classroom) That early memory, he explained, would
become like a theme in a symphony that was their life, and
everything that took place in their life could be seen as a
variation on that theme. This story begins with my early memories
and covers those events that established the themes that would play
out thereafter.

Some people can
recall their past in great detail, while others remember barely a
scrap here and there. I am definitely among the latter. What I do
recall is looking forward to the future a lot, in anticipation of
what—I don’t think I ever really knew. All I know is that I spent a
lot of time longing for that time when I would finally experience
total peace. When I gather up all the tiny scraps of memory from my
early life, somehow they paint a cohesive picture—they paint the
portrait of the hero of my dream. I’m sure that my mother would
paint a different picture, as would my brothers, or my dad, were he
still with us. But this is the portrait that lives in my mind and,
in the end, it is this mind that seeks healing. Although the few
memories I did manage to retain have remained relatively intact,
since my introduction to the thought system of A Course in
Miracles, something in my perception of those events has
changed. Where not so long ago remembering might have stirred up
feelings of sadness, loneliness or resentment, now I can look back
with a whole new understanding of their meaning. Something in the
way I see things is changing; somehow, I am changing. Perhaps the
healing has begun.

Nothing in my
childhood—in fact, nothing in all of my life—can adequately explain
the divine discontent that, for the longest time, came to define my
existence. So why this journey? All I can say is that it just was.
At the same time, I can say that I am as grateful for the divine
discontent as I am for the blessings, without either of which this
journey would not have been.

I was born
August 14, 1954 in the beautiful Saguenay, at forty-eight degrees
north latitude, where snow in June was not unheard of. Being a
lover of sun and warm weather, I once considered this to be one of
those queer twists of fate, perhaps a fitting punishment for some
misdeed perpetrated in a past life. Isle-Maligne, the town where I
spent my first six years, sat on a jagged island rock where Lac
Saint-Jean pours into the Saguenay River. To this day, the thought
of my birthplace evokes images of a nature and geography of
unparalleled beauty, no doubt a contributing influence to my
lifelong love of flowers and gardening. In the early sixties,
Isle-Maligne merged with Alma, a slightly larger town that, to my
chagrin, eventually grew to have its very own set of golden arches
and a Wal-Mart, symbols of the impermanence of the world of form.
(For the benefit of readers of The Power of Time and
Astrological Crosses in Relationships, occasional
numerological and astrological references have been included.)

On the surface,
my early life boasts nothing out of the ordinary. Like most young
couples just starting out, my parents had to count their pennies,
but we were always provided with everything we needed to grow and
thrive. We lived in a tiny two-storey, semidetached house built for
the employees of the aluminum company for which my dad worked.
Aluminum and pulp and paper were the main industries of the region.
My mother was the consummate homemaker, completely devoted to the
care of her family and home. Everything was always well ordered and
organized, and I would not hesitate to wager that our house was the
cleanest house in all of Alma. My dad was an electrical engineer;
he had a job that was guaranteed to provide stability and growth
for years to come. I had my own room, toys to play with, clothes
for all seasons and home-cooked meals. It was a simple existence
for a small-town family in the peaceful mid-fifties. In most ways,
it was idyllic.

One has to dig
a little deeper to uncover the seeds of unsettling that would
eventually surface and fuel my quest for the meaning of life. The
first indication that something was amiss came very early when,
like everyone else born into this world, after being thrust from
the safety and nurturing abundance of my mother’s womb, I found
myself gasping for that first scorching breath of air, without
which I would have died. A distinct being, separate from my source,
I was now required to fend for myself. I had very specific needs:
air to breathe, food and water for sustenance, and shelter from the
life-threatening dangers of the outside world. I needed warmth,
comforting and reassurance. I needed love. In that one fateful
moment, the stage was set for my eventual experiences of fear and
scarcity, two of the major themes of the symphony of my life.

“A sense of separation
from God is the only lack you really need correct. This sense of
separation would never have arisen if you had not distorted your
perception of truth, and had thus perceived yourself as lacking.”
(T-1.VI.2:1–2)

My next hurdle
came when it was discovered that, not only was my mother anaemic
and incapable of breastfeeding, but I was also allergic to
conventional formulas. Hungry, I cried. Apparently, despite my
inability to keep foods down, I had a healthy set of lungs, which I
shamelessly used to express my displeasure. The loudness of my
cries was disturbing to my fellow nursery mates, and so the staff,
unable to soothe and cajole me into being quiet, and by then no
doubt at their wit’s end, placed me in a room by myself. In those
days, babies were not picked up and held for it was believed that
nasty, deadly germs could be transferred to the infant causing
illness or, worst, death. Even my parents were allowed only limited
contact. So, alone, I cried some more. Here I learned my first two
biggest life lessons: one, you cannot count on others to tend to
your needs, so you better learn to do things yourself, and, two, no
matter how loud you cry, no one will listen.

The greater
part of those first weeks of my life was spent in my own little
crib in my own little hospital room while my caregivers searched
for a formula I could keep down. I was now a unique and distinct
little being, with very special needs, struggling to survive. It
doesn’t take a seasoned psychologist to see how these circumstances
set the stage for the feelings of abandonment, isolation and
specialness I would harbour for many years to come, the next big
theme in my personal symphony. In those early experiences, the
foundation for a lifelong quest for wholeness, a deep need for
self-reliance and a preference for solitude were firmly
established.

It took about
six weeks before a suitable formula was found and my parents were
finally allowed to take me home, thus putting an end to my initial
trauma. With a food I could keep down, I settled contentedly into
my new home life, forever leaving the past behind. Those were the
days of stay-at-home moms and home cooking. What more could a
newborn infant ask for? My father came from the big city, Montreal,
but he had nothing of the harried urban pace of life. He was a calm
and peaceful man, typical of his earthy Taurus Sun sign. He was a
rock; strong in his values, steadfast and infinitely patient. My
mother was a small-town French-Canadian girl, but her heart was
aimed at the big city. A fiery Sagittarian with three Capricorn
planets, another earth sign, she remains to this day idealistic and
energetic, highly intelligent, ambitious and inquisitive.

Taurus and
Sagittarius—my parents were as different as peaches and peppers,
but, somehow, they made it work. In those days, you made it work.
Just like your job. My dad would stay with the same company for
thirty-five years. Of course, Maman and Daddy had their differences
of opinion, major differences from what I saw occasionally, but in
all my life I never heard either express anger or a mean word
toward the other. Neither did they raise their voices at us,
although my mother’s frustration and displeasure with some of my
adolescent moods would push her buttons some. My dad spoke French
and English, the languages of his mother and father, while my
mother spoke French. Maman and Daddy were my first outward symbol
of duality, and, from what I could see, they managed to make it
work quite well.

My brother
Donald was born when I was sixteen months old. That would make him
a Capricorn. He also has a Taurus Moon, establishing one of the
relationship themes in the symphony of my life. I was surrounded by
earth types and would continue to attract Capricorns, the sign
associated with power and authority, into my life for a very long
time. The fact that there is a total lack of earth in my own chart
is significant, somewhat like being born with a missing limb or
with only one lung. A missing element acts like a cosmic handicap
of sorts, and, with an absence of earth, it is as though the spirit
is born, but there seems to be no connection to the physical realm.
Until my first pregnancy, I would experience this lack of earth
element as an awkward sense of my physical being, as though being
trapped in a foreign body. This feeling of confinement may have
been one of the driving forces behind the many years I would spend
seeking to escape from the bondage of the world, looking for
liberation from all things material.

During those
first six years, my playground was the forest against which our
backyard was tucked. I can still clearly recall the scent of fallen
pine needles blended with the rich aroma of maple leaves slowly
decaying into the soft, spicy loam that covered the forest floor. I
remember my eyes burning against the glare of the late afternoon
January sun, mercilessly blinding as its rays ricocheted off the
pure white snow-covered ground. There was the unmistakable sweet
and musky scent of burning leaves and grass clippings in the spring
and fall. Whenever a grass fire burned, I would stand there and
enjoy the scents breath after breath after breath.

My fondest
memories include days at the beach at Lac Saint-Jean, with its
rolling white sand dunes undercut with shiny black mineral-rich
patches. We would use runaway logs from the paper mill as floats
and, on lucky days, abandoned truck-sized tire tubes, which were
much smoother and more fun. I remember sipping Coke through a straw
while trying to avoid the sand that would invariably make its way
to the bottom of the curvy glass bottle. It was the tastiest drink
of all. As I ran to the blanket where my mother had laid out the
picnic, I would try very hard to slow down so as to avoid kicking
up too much sand. But the fine grains always found their way into
our food. And there were chips too. Generally, my mother was very
mindful about healthy eating, but we were allowed chips to go with
our Coke when we went to the lake. The chips too would be covered
in sand, but the grains of sand blended in with the grains of salt,
which made them the best tasting chips in the world. For the main
course, my mom always made sandwiches with the crusts cut off: neat
little egg salad triangles, salmon salad rectangles and ham
squares, just as my brother liked, and he was right—I was certain
that they were the best tasting sandwiches in the universe.

Of course,
there was blueberry picking. Lac Saint-Jean is blueberry country,
and its natives are known as bleuets. That makes me a
genuine blueberry. I recall one sunny summer afternoon,
when, in a burst of adventurous spirit, my brother and I ran over
the dunes in search of the dark, sweet berries. The scent of
blueberry bushes was thick in the air as we wandered off to the top
of the hill above our picnic spot. And there it was—what we
believed must have been the biggest blueberry patch in the
universe—and big berries too! There were so many that once we had
filled all our empty picnic containers, we began to fill our sun
hats. We even pried my doll’s head off so we could fill it with
berries! To this day, even in a car speeding along the highway with
closed windows, I can always tell when a blueberry patch is nearby,
recognizing the delicate woodsy aroma in the air.

Apparently, I
was quite content to play by myself for hours on end. My mother
once told me of the time I disappeared. In a panic, she tore the
house apart, room by room, until she found me, fast asleep, curled
up inside my toy box snuggled with one of my dolls.

Given my
relatively sheltered and isolated life, I was very
shy—actually—painfully shy. I recall visits to my aunt’s house
nearby. Matante Irène was also my godmother. Not wanting to
attract attention, I would melt my little body into the huge rocker
in the corner of the dining room that also looked over the living
room and sitting room. From my vantage point, I could see
everything and hear everyone, but, given my small stature and the
engulfing size of the chair, I felt safely invisible. Occasionally,
someone would turn to me, perhaps say a kind word or two, and I
would smile. Everything was fine, just fine, the silent smile said,
while inside, I patiently awaited our return home, where I could
feel safe and comfortable again.

I do remember
one evening returning home from Matante Irène’s, heading straight
for the kitchen drawer filled with cooking utensils and plunging
the bread knife down my throat in an attempt to imitate a circus
performer I had seen on the television. I have a vague recollection
of my mother’s scream, which of itself was a most unusual
occurrence. But I think I was more perplexed by the fact that I
just didn’t understand what I was doing wrong. For some reason, the
knife wasn’t going down the way it was supposed to.

My initiation
into the greater world that existed beyond my backyard paradise
began at the tender age of four. In order to fulfill my pedagogical
agenda, it was decided that I should attend an English
prekindergarten. Problem was I spoke not a word of English. At
home, we spoke my mother’s language. Even my father spoke to us in
French. In kindergarten, everyone spoke only English. There was a
strict rule in place: in order for me to learn English, I was not
permitted to use any French. I didn’t understand what anyone was
saying and no one could understand me. I was an outsider, a hostage
to the prison of my mother tongue, and there was no rocking chair
in the corner of the room with which I could merge. The theme of
specialness in the symphony of my life had developed its first
variation.

What I recall
from those two years is scant and seemingly disconnected and
unrelated. I remember one day, as I was being readied for school,
telling my mother that I was feeling pas bien. I was
nauseous and feared that I couldn’t make it through the morning
without throwing up. Not a big fan of missing school, my mother
told me that I would be fine, and if I didn’t feel well, I could
simply tell the teacher I wasn’t well, or I could ask the bus
driver to stop the bus. In which official language, I wasn’t sure,
since I knew one, and the teacher used another, and she had made it
very clear that under no circumstances was French ever to be used
in her class. Since I couldn’t explain that I was feeling pas
bien in English, I did my best to keep it down. And I was
successful, until the bus ride home at lunchtime. I would later
wonder if the bus driver ever knew which little brat had heaved
beneath the second-to-last seat of the bus. At least I had had the
instinct to lean my head way down low. That way I hadn’t soiled my
pretty clothes, nor left any visible evidence. As for asking the
bus driver to stop so that I could puke my guts out on the side of
the highway while the other kids watched, well, even if he did
speak my mother tongue, that was a no-brainer. At the age of five,
I did have my dignity.

One thing I
recall from my kindergarten years was a feeling of being small and
powerless. The teacher loomed tall; her mouth seemed to be in
constant motion, uttering sounds that made no sense. I would laugh
heartily years later while watching Charlie Brown cartoons on the
television, where adults were depicted as towering, squawking
creatures wah, wah, wah, wah, wah... That was how I had perceived
my kindergarten teacher.

The only other
incident I recall from that time was a brush with humiliation. I
had gone to the upstairs toilet, and must have had a good dump.
Maybe I didn’t flush the toilet properly, no doubt not wanting to
make noise and attract undue attention, but, shortly after, feeling
refreshed and having returned to my corner downstairs, I was struck
with panic as I heard the teacher cry out in indignation. Judging
from her gestures and, most likely because she was coming down the
same stairs I had just descended, she must have been referring to
the gift I had left in her toilet. Somehow, it hadn’t been that
big, but it occurred to me that I might have blocked her toilet.
Perhaps this was the seed of the constipation problems I would
suffer through adolescence and again, during my menopausal process.
Clearly, I was finding it difficult to remain off the radar.

One thing was
certain, throughout my youth, I was very anxious to be grown up.
Grownups were allowed to do what they wanted. They didn’t have to
ask for permission, and, most of all, they didn’t have to be
silent. Grownups were tall, too, and they got to see things from
higher up. When I was small, I wanted to be tall. I remember one
day standing by the checkout counter in the grocery store while my
mother processed her order. I so much wanted to see what was on top
of the counter, but I was too short. I stretched onto my tiptoes
until my eyeballs barely made it to the edge. One day, I told
myself, I’ll be tall and I’ll be able to see everything.

One of the
great things my mom did for us right from the start was to
encourage the development of our minds through open discussions of
most any subject, as well as through reading and education, which
she held in the highest regard. Although her own schooling had been
cut short, or perhaps because of that fact, my mom remains to this
day an avid reader. I recall her always with a book on the coffee
table next to her chair. Apparently, my brother and I became well
known for our own natural inquisitiveness, which found expression
in the local general store. It seemed that we liked to touch things
and, in our eagerness to discover what the world had to offer, we
occasionally made displays come tumbling to the floor. My mom
jokingly tells of how quickly the sales staff would come to her
assistance when we walked into the store; the faster we were
served, the sooner we were gone, the safer the displays. “You can’t
find service like that today!” she would say.

Maman was also
a huge fan of classical music, another great gift that she shared
with us. From the classical shows on the CBC or the hi-fi system
built by my father, our house was always filled with the sounds of
Mozart, Chopin, Puccini or Beethoven. In his spare time, my dad
played the guitar and, having graduated from the rock and roll of
his college days to classical Spanish music, our musical ears were
treated to a rich range of sounds. Understandably, music would
become an important aspect of my life and, in fact, during the most
difficult moments, it would serve to light up the dark recesses of
my soul and, in a way, even act as a buoy keeping me from sinking
into the deepest pits of depression.

All in all,
this was a simple time, in a quiet town, in a relatively peaceful
window of history, the ideal setting for firmly establishing a deep
desire for peace of a lasting kind.

 


* * * * *


Chapter 2.
The Seeds of Spirituality

“You are at home in
God, dreaming of exile but perfectly capable of awakening to
reality.” (T-10.I.2:1)

It would appear
that language was not a required skill for admission to Riverbend
Catholic Grade School, because I graduated from kindergarten and
made it to the first grade with a very meagre knowledge of the
English language. Stepping off the school bus, wearing my brand
new, freshly pressed ink-blue, box-pleated wool tunic one bright
September morning, I met my first grade-one teacher, a nun whose
name I no longer recall.

I do remember
sitting and watching my teacher for hours on end, fascinated by the
complex layers of the enormous habit that fanned outwards from a
tight band around her head. I wondered if it ever fell off, if it
were heavy or if it hurt. I tried to imagine what she might look
like without her huge white halo when she removed it at night, for
I had gathered that no one could possibly sleep in that gargantuan
head gear. There were layer upon layer of black fabric sewn into
her dress, and a stiff white collar that looked like a huge bib.
And then there was the smell of clean; nuns were especially clean
and tidy beings. They never got messy like normal people, not even
when they wrote on the blackboard.

What struck me
most during my brief time at Riverbend was the enormous fresco
drawn in coloured chalk on the blackboard. Although in my mind I
have pictures of it being in full colour, I wonder now if it really
was, since at that young age, the imagination can fill in a lot of
details. I say this because, one day, while watching television, my
brother and I had a disagreement over the colour of a woman’s
outfit. I saw it as one colour, perhaps red, I can’t remember now,
while my brother saw it as an entirely different colour, maybe
blue. The interesting thing about the incident was that in those
days, colour television was not yet available. Adding to that the
fact that my brother is severely colour-blind, we have a perfect
example of childhood imagination stepping in to fill the gaps of
perception.

According to my
memory, which no doubt was also influenced by some form of
childhood imaginings, the fresco that almost completely covered the
four-paneled blackboard was a detailed rendition of the Biblical
scene of the Garden of Eden, complete with requisite serpent
wrapped tightly around the trunk of a very large tree that was
loaded with bright red apples. Adam stood tall, private parts
hidden by a bush, and Eve, clad in long thick, black hair, was
passively accepting a beautiful apple from the serpent. Being a
visual person, and very imaginative, that scene alone pretty much
summed up the start of my religious education.

Being in a
Catholic school run by nuns, it wasn’t long before I learned that
the woman, Eve, had accepted the forbidden fruit from the fallen
angel, Satan. Being impressionable and eager to learn, I took these
teachings quite literally. This was the birth of my metaphysical
foundation: I was a girl, and would one day be a woman. Eve was the
first woman. Eve had sinned and, furthermore, she had been a very
bad influence on poor innocent Adam, the first man. This displeased
God, the Father of Adam and Eve and everyone else on earth, and so
He punished both her and Adam for her sin by banishing them from
the safety and abundance of the beautiful Garden of Eden. God was a
serious guy who meant what He said. He was angry and no one had
better mess with Him.

As a woman in
the making, I figured that I had better tread lightly, or else, as
a descendant of Eve, I too might piss off God, and that is one
thing I did not ever want to do. Profoundly fearful of authority, I
decided right then and there that I would do everything in my power
to be a good girl. That would be best. Despite this bleak
metaphysics, I wasn’t overly concerned for myself, as I believed I
actually was a good girl. At least according to my mother, I was a
good girl.

When my teacher
learned that we were moving away, she took me under her wing and
prepared me for my new school in the big city. With a privileged
seat on her lap, she gave me extra reading lessons. I liked her
very much. She was gentle, sweet and caring, and I sensed that she
wanted me to make her proud. She made me feel special, so I worked
extra hard so I could read “See Spot run.” This was a joyful
interlude in my theme of isolation.

At the time, I
don’t think I really understood what moving away meant, at least
not until we made the actual move. I would later miss the peaceful
simplicity of life in a small town, especially the forest and the
open farm fields and the sand and the lake—my very own Garden of
Eden. We moved to Montreal when I was six, barely a couple of
months after I had started school at Riverbend. With a whole new
life to contend with, the kind sister with the huge habit quickly
slipped from memory.

For the next
five years, we lived in an upper duplex, something to which I would
never really get accustomed. The thought of walking over people’s
heads or hearing voices below would always give me the creeps. But
my brother and I each had our own room, which made living in an
apartment rather than a house almost okay.

We also lived
at the outermost limit of the school district, which meant that I
had to be bussed to school. There were nuns at Immaculata too, but
my new first grade teacher was not a sister. Miss McFee was
grey-haired, stocky, mean-looking, English and, for some reason,
she hated me from the first day I entered class. I was French and,
having moved in October, I joined the class late. I suspect that my
tardy arrival may have disrupted her rhythm.

I recall being
told to stand in the corner of the classroom for having used a
French word instead of the correct English word. And it wasn’t even
a bad word, since, in those days, cursing and profanity hadn’t yet
been invented. Not having done anything wrong, I felt unfairly
treated. Still painfully shy and fearful of almost everything
outside the safe confines of home, standing in the corner of the
classroom that day, engulfed by a thundering refrain from my theme
of specialness, I reaffirmed my commitment to work harder at being
good.

The day came
all too soon when I missed being short, as suddenly, I began to
sprout to my full height. I would eventually grow to five six,
which isn’t by any means unusually tall, but I seemed to be growing
faster than everyone else so that, throughout grade school, I never
got to stand at the front of the line for any event. Being tall
placed me at the back. In those days, things were done in an
orderly fashion. Students lined up, two by two, in silence and by
order of height. Once short, now tall; it was a losing battle!

My early
spiritual education was about as uneventful as my early life. There
were no angelic voices, no messages from beyond, nor did I manifest
any special gifts. We attended church on Sundays and Holy Days,
something I found for the most part boring. From what I recall, not
too many people seemed to actually enjoy Mass. In fact, if they
didn’t have to, I believed that most people would have stayed home
and slept in. Attendance at Mass was a requirement for
Catholics.

In those days,
most of the ceremonial segments of the service were spoken in Latin
and the sermons, although in French, were way over my head. As
instructed, I sat still. Unless in response to a prayer, no one but
the priest spoke in church, and when he did his voice echoed and
bounced around the vast space in long waves so that the words
seemed to catch up with each other like a pileup of cars in a
traffic jam.

When I did
manage to pick out a few words, I would turn them over in my mind
like curios at an antiques shop: La parole de Dieu, le péché, le
pardon, la résurrection, l’amour de Dieu. (Translated from
French meaning: the word of God, sin, forgiveness, resurrection,
the love of God.) Priests had a special way of saying words like
péché and Dieu so that there was no doubt that you
knew you were a sinner and that God knew it, and He was watching
and if you wanted to be forgiven and eventually be saved so you
could go to heaven instead of hell, you had better not screw up. It
was also stressed that Jesus Christ, the very special, one and only
Son of God, had died on the Cross for our sins, and it was up to us
now to do our share by atoning for our sins through prayer and
sacrifice.

If we obeyed
the Ten Commandments, accepted the sacraments, attended church as
required and went to confession, we would be allowed back in heaven
when we died, that is, if we stayed away from mortal sins. Venial
sins, like occasional fibs or disrespect for a teacher, were okay
as long as you prayed for forgiveness and did your penance, but
mortal sins—these were to be avoided at all costs. Mortal sins like
murder and other wilfully executed unconscionable acts led straight
to hell. One thing was very clear to me: I wanted to go home to
heaven when I died. Since on that point, there was no question, I
would steer clear of the mortal sins and try as much as possible to
avoid the venial sins, just in case I messed up in my bid for
forgiveness.

Priests had a
direct line of communication with God. They were God’s link to us.
I wondered what it would be like to be a priest, to stand in front
of the church and talk to God. Did God understand only Latin
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