

[image: ]




PRAISE FOR Inner River


“Inner River sails into the ageless world of Eastern Christianity, and along the way, spirituality is found in monasteries, in the lives of saints and living sages, in mystical experiences, and in the daily praxis of people seeking the meaning of life in the Orthodox faith. Markides, through his superb dialectic skills, blends reason with faith, and while his inspirational book has an end, the inner river keeps flowing, stirring the heart and mind of the reader, Western or Eastern, in a spiritual journey of self-discovery.” —Dr. Christos P. Ioannides, director of the Center for Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies, Queens College, CUNY




“Dr. Markides welcomes readers into a reliving of another of his personal pilgrimages. His vulnerable exchanges with insightful elders prompt meaningful reflection, and these joyous experiences lead each reader to renewal and resolve of their own journey in spiritual development. The entire text is replete with enlightenment of the treasures found in catharsis, fotisis, and theosis.” —Fr. Nicholas C. Triantafilou, president of Hellenic College, Holy Cross Greek Orthodox School of Theology




“Professor Markides is a true philosopher and an inspired writer. Inner River is to date his most important work. Written in simple, clear, and practical words, it takes us to the core of our spiritual tradition, providing what is truly essential but most lacking in our contemporary educational system and secular society: meaning for the mind, motivation for the heart, and purpose for the will. If you want to know yourself and live to the fullest, this book is truly a must, a priceless jewel!” —Dr. Peter Roche de Coppens, Professor Emeritus, East Stroudsburg University of Pennsylvania, former UN consultant, writer




“With his engaging blend of travelogue, conversations with a wise and charismatic spiritual father, and musings on the big questions of life and death, Professor Markides takes us as companions on his journey of discovery. The insights that he communicates with such enthusiasm are timely ones: here at last is a writer who challenges the seeker after mystical understanding and Eastern spirituality to discover Christianity.” —Dr. Elizabeth Theokritoff, independent scholar and co-editor of The Cambridge Companion to Orthodox Christian Theology




“Dr. Kyriacos Markides is a consummate scholar whose writings are so very accessible that his readers are ushered into a world of inquiry that might otherwise remain impenetrable. Whether specifically articulated or tacit, his message becomes increasingly clear that the laws of the spiritual world are far different from the laws of the material world. Armed with such a framework, his gentle invitation enables the reader to navigate the planet with an increasingly deeper understanding of both worlds. When one reads—or rather experiences—Markides, it is like acquiring a new friend and mentor who has come to live with you, in that he is only a reach away, an ‘educator’ who can stow away in a briefcase or knapsack, ready to offer further illumination on call. In Inner River, we journey with him in his further quest for a deeper understanding of the mystical path as informed by Eastern Orthodox spirituality. Through his writings we can come to embrace his beloved mentor, Father Maximos, as he ‘educates’ us as well. Following him from a conference and accompanying dialogues with learners, faculty, and friends at Holy Cross Theological School near Boston, to his further encounters with Father Maximos in his homeland of Cyprus, and beyond, Markides’s informed, detailed, and engaging writing style makes one feel present in the conversation. Moreover, like a trusted friend, Markides invites us into his private thoughts as he makes meaning and ponders additional questions that arise. Like proceedings from a conference, one can return repeatedly to re-experience in greater depth the lessons learned. Accordingly, his writing holds the potential to transform one’s very way of navigating life.” —Marcie Boucouvalas, Ph.D., editor of Journal of Transpersonal Psychology







PRAISE FOR The Mountain of Silence


“A fascinating narrative that is … dialogue and meditation, history and politics, theology and travelogue.” —Los Angeles Times




“Markides’s work is an excellent resource for spiritual seekers of all levels, answering questions about Christianity in general, and Eastern monasticism in particular.” —Publishers Weekly




“Spirituality with refreshing honesty … Markides’s book calls attention to the existence of an ancient form of mysticism within the bonds of modern Christianity.” —Booklist




“An excellent overview of the main themes common to all Orthodox spirituality while avoiding the dullness of typical textbook treatments by the intensity of the author’s personal search and by vivid vignettes from Mount Athos. I recommend it to all Christians—Catholic, Protestant, and Orthodox—who desire to grasp more deeply our common Christian spiritual roots.” —America




“A moving and profoundly human examination of this world and the role of spirituality within it.” —Cyprus Weekly




“I was most interested in the text, and I have learned many things from it. It forms an excellent overview of traditional Orthodox ascetic and spiritual teachings, in a lively style that may reach many people who would not read a more ‘ecclesiastical’ presentation. May it do some good.” —Bishop Kallistos Ware



PRAISE FOR THE OTHER WORKS OF KYRIACOS C. MARKIDES


“A profound and exciting work of major importance. [Markides] has had the courage to address possibilities that are for the most part ignored in much of contemporary thought. It may be that Professor Markides, and others like him who have the courage to explore, are on the brink of remarkable discoveries about the nature of man.” —Raymond Moody, author of Life After Life




“A vast source of spiritual knowledge, understanding, and practice that is largely unknown to us.” —Professor Jacob Needleman, author of What Is God?




“This is a book every man, woman, and child must become familiar with.” —Antonio T. de Nicolas, professor of philosophy, SUNY




“Markides continues to explore the fascinating world of the mystical and deftly interprets its connections not just to Orthodox Christianity but to all spirituality.” —Professor Harvey Cox, Harvard Divinity School




“This is a book of marvels. Markides has gifted us with his remarkable grasp of the implications of the philosophy and practice of those who would re-enchant the world.” —Dr. Jean Houston, author of A Mythic Life




“A penetrating insight into profound spiritual truths. It is written with the critical eye of a scholar and the courage of a true spiritual adventurer.” —Dr. Larry Dossey, author of The Extraordinary Healing Power of Ordinary Things




“A compelling glimpse into the heart of mystical Christianity. It sparkles with the wisdom of modern saints.” —Dr. Joan Borysenko, author of Minding the Body, Mending the Mind




“Under the sacred spirit of Mount Athos, Kyriacos Markides transforms ordinary vision.” —Lynn Andrews, author of Love and Power




“Strongly reminiscent of the old Platonic dialogues, where questions and answers are interspersed with anecdotes, stories, and experiences.” —Richard Leviton, author of The Galaxy on Earth




“His viewpoint is extremely radical in nature and has great breadth in its implications … These are great questions, and this book poses them in a very calm and palatable way.… The tone is even-paced and the text is never heavy or hard to read. For one thing, the author is generous in his descriptions of his surroundings where all these discussions occur.… He shines his light and then lets his colleagues speak at length.… The presentation is often persuasive but always dispassionate. It is, above all, brave, for as the reviewer knows, to come out with evidence for truths inimical to the paradigm that flows through U.S. universities often gives rise to painful reaction from powerful colleagues.” —J. O’M. Bockris, distinguished professor of chemistry, Texas A&M University, in Journal of Scientific Exploration
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A pilgrim to the Holy Mountain of Athos asked an old hermit, “Father, how can I attain my salvation?” The venerated holy man replied, “Every day at dusk go to the cemetery and for an hour hurl insults to the dead. Do that for a month and pay attention to everything that happens around you. Then come and report to me.” After a month the pilgrim returned. “Father, I have done what you told me but nothing happened!” The hermit then said, “Go to the cemetery again for another month and sing praises to the dead. Then come and tell me what happened.” After a month the pilgrim returned. “Father, I did what you told me but nothing happened!” The holy father then said, “My son, if you wish to attain your salvation, be like the dead, indifferent to insults and indifferent to praise.”
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As with my previous volumes, I have employed the Greek conjugation when directly addressing Greek males in the dialogues. For example, Father Maximos is addressed as “Father Maxime,” Lavros as “Lavro,” and so on. Female names do not pose such idiomatic problems. With the exception of historical names, most names used in the dialogues are pseudonyms in order to protect the subjects’ privacy.
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REMINISCENCES

I faced a major problem while working on my dissertation. I had accumulated a substantial amount of good material related to my topic, but I had no viable theoretical framework to give shape and meaning to my data. I was at a loss. Unless I resolved that problem, I could not finish my doctorate. One warm night in July, at midnight, feeling that I had reached a dead end and almost at the point of giving up, I took a walk on campus and sat on a bench to gaze at the starry sky. Then a pot-smoking hippie came and sat next to me, and we began talking about the vastness of the universe. Suddenly it was as if I was struck by lightning: I clearly saw the way out of my dilemma. My entire dissertation flashed in my mind, written and finished with the relevant theoretical framework. Overcome with emotion, I felt like running around campus screaming “Eureka!” I could hardly wait until morning to see my advisor. When we met, he readily approved my proposal. I was soon able to finish my dissertation, which eventually was published as a book, thereby initiating my academic career. This is one of the myriad coincidences that shaped my life. I often wonder how my life would have developed had that anonymous hippie not sat on that bench next to me to chat about the universe during that warm night in July.

Such coincidences take place continually in our lives, but we hardly pay attention. As they pass by we easily forget them, shrug them off, or simply take them for granted. I take it for granted that I’ve lived in Maine most of my life. But it didn’t have to happen this way. Thirty years ago, after finishing my studies, I visited a friend and former professor in Evanston, Illinois, to bid him farewell. I planned to return home to Cyprus. While in Evanston, I accidentally met a leading professor of sociology at Northwestern University who in a month’s time, and without me asking for it, was instrumental in landing me a job at the University of Maine. What if I had never visited my friend to say farewell and instead simply called him? At that time I was not searching for and was not interested in a job in America.

I never would have met Emily, my wife, had she not changed her mind as she was about to enter her car after a lecture I had given in Nicosia on the history of sociology. She fatefully thought of a question and returned to the lecture hall to ask for clarification. Similarly, had I not accepted a friend’s invitation to join him on a visit to remote Mt. Athos, I would not have met Fr. Maximos, the charismatic monk and elder who became the subject of several of my books, including this one, leading me toward a radical shift of my spiritual life and professional career.

Coincidental events that constantly shape and reshape our lives, in both seemingly positive and seemingly negative ways, were among the subjects that I discussed with my artist friend and colleague Mike Lewis while having breakfast on a warm October morning in Bar Harbor, the well-known tourist town on Mt. Desert Island in Maine. Mike and I had common interests, and for many years we habitually met and engaged in casual conversations about academic life as well as wider concerns of politics, history, and religion. Recently, we had been toying with “counterfactual” history. We both had read the works of leading historians who speculated on how history might have developed if seemingly accidental events that had cataclysmic effects had not taken place.1

Just imagine, I said to Mike as we reminisced about our student years, if those tantalizing what-ifs had come to pass. What if Oswald’s bullet had missed President Kennedy? What if Sirhan Sirhan was caught at the nick of time, just as he was about to shoot Robert Kennedy, a favorite to win the next presidential election? The history of America and of the world would have been different. What are we to make of all this? Change one such key event, and history, like our lives, would have followed a radically different direction.

We contemplated the myriads of apparently accidental events that have been shaping history and our biographies and concluded that intuitively we “knew” there must be a deeper level of reality that defies our rational understanding, and all things that happen in our lives and in history could not be accidental.

Having in mind the works of great sages, I shared with my friend some tentative thoughts. Every single event, I suggested, emerges out of an infinite ocean of probabilities and possibilities that exist inside God’s Mind. Once a probable event becomes a concrete fact, as a result of human choices and decisions, the entire history of the world follows a different pathway. New settings emerge with radically new sets of infinite probabilities awaiting the possibility of becoming concrete realities. This is so because of the freedom that we humans are endowed with as self-conscious beings. One could say that we are cocreators with God. It appears as if history is the product of human choices and actions unfolding within the infinite wisdom of Divine Will. And what is true of history is also true of our individual biographies. “I wouldn’t be sitting here with you in this Bar Harbor café,” I told Mike, “if any of the myriads of seemingly insignificant and coincidental encounters had not taken place in my own life.”

“On the surface, one can easily conclude that both history and our lives are the results of random events,” Mike pointed out.

“That’s one way of seeing it. We can say that both history and our lives’ trajectories are arbitrary, the products of apparently meaningless coincidences. Externally, at least, that’s how it appears. History and biography are the results of strings of accidents. The Darwinians based their theory on that very presupposition, that evolution is the product of an infinite number of random and meaningless events. A monkey fooling around with paints and canvases will eventually create a Mona Lisa! Yet this is only an assumption, a preposterous one at that, which is taken as a fact engraved on granite. A noted Cabbalist philosopher, a reputed mystic, once told me, ‘There is an esoteric history that manifests itself whenever external conditions are ready.’ He implied that things of this world are not random, as the Darwinians believe, but rather the results of deep causes beyond the reach of physical science or rational thought. I believe all mystics from around the world would share this view.”

I went on to tell my friend that if we assume all of our personal experiences are products of random events, and history, as well as biological evolution, is also the result of random events, then the only conclusion we can draw is that in the final analysis life itself is absurd and meaningless and that a human being, as the French existentialists claim, is a cruel joke. I personally repudiate such a conclusion not only because it is nihilistic but also because I strongly believe it is false.

An outside observer overhearing our conversation that sunny October morning could not have failed to realize that the themes we talked about were to a great extent reflections of our concerns about growing old and realizations of the imminence of our mortality. Both of us had just entered our sixties, with all the potentially unsettling emotions that such a pivotal turning point unveils. We were aware in a deep, visceral way that we were marching along the last leg of our life’s journey. I reminded my friend, half seriously, that based on current national statistics we could look forward to a couple more decades of life at most and only if we were blessed with good health. Several of our longtime colleagues at the University of Maine, where we had been teaching for many years, had already made the transition to the beyond, some had retired to the Sunbelt, and others had begun struggling with geriatric health problems. It is no wonder, therefore, that, besides politics and health (comparing our cholesterol levels and sharing the latest research updates about enlarged prostates), spirituality, the nature of death, and the possibility of life after life would often arise in our conversations.

Questions of ultimate concern have also come increasingly to define our professional lives. Mike’s artwork, which began with oil paintings portraying Freudian and social themes, evolved over the years to Jungian images, which in turn paved the way for his current interest in using the Maine landscape as a metaphor of timeless mystical, inner realities. Likewise, I began my career as a sociologist focusing on politics and nationalist movements. But thanks to a series of uncanny coincidences, I moved on to the study of healers, monks, hermits, and spiritual elders, the reputed specialists in unseen realities, from around the world.

“If what we are saying here is true,” Mike said with deliberation, “why do you suppose the possibility of spiritual, suprapersonal dimensions is so commonly ignored in our understanding of the world?”

I had just discussed this issue with my students in social theory, and it was fresh in my mind. I believe, I told Mike, it is because of the worldview that has become crystallized in modern times, within which we conduct our everyday affairs. Alas, this worldview may be a key factor, if not the key factor, that could lead humanity to self-destruct. I mean that the ideology of materialism, the syndrome of modernity, has come to dominate the thinking of the cultural elite.

I told my friend modernity led us to believe that the only reality is the observable physical universe; that the only truth is the one discovered by our senses with the help of the scientific method; that there is no objective basis for values and moral rules other than what cultures and societies “construct”; and that human beings are ultimately and exclusively products of biological and sociocultural forces.2 These taken-for-granted tenets of modernism allow no room for the workings of spiritual or nonmaterial forces in human affairs. We as human beings are considered nothing other than our genes and our cultural conditioning. Only matter exists, and only matter matters.

“However,” Mike pointed out, “modernity helped us to understand our physical universe and also to develop a better understanding and tolerance of other societies and cultures.”

“This is absolutely true. No one in his right mind would want to return to the state of affairs of medieval times. However, we have paid a heavy price for our modernity. Spirit simply vanished from our understanding of the human condition. We are seen not as creatures made in the image of God but as the products of blind natural forces of animal evolution. From God’s icon we became the human animal.”

I went on to tell Mike that modernity has convinced us that this universe we experience with our senses is the only one there is and that it is essentially bereft of Spirit. It has no sacred foundation, no Creator. And even if we grudgingly accept the possibility of a Creator (how else can one explain 100 billion galaxies that emerged about 14 billion years ago ex nihilo?), we assume that He has nothing to do with its daily operations. God is totally outside His Creation, leaving it to work on its own like a clock through mechanistic laws of His making. Following this logic, God created us but abandoned us to our own devices and to the laws of physics. To believe otherwise, that God not only created the universe but also is omnipresent in every particle of His Creation, appears singularly naïve to the modern scientific and philosophical imagination.

There is a well-known story relating to an exchange between Napoleon and the French scientist Pierre-Simon Laplace. When the emperor inquired about where God was situated in Laplace’s system, the celebrated scientist replied, “Sir, I have no need for such a hypothesis.” In fact, that declaration is considered a turning point in the history of science and its relationship to religion. Since Laplace’s time the universe was believed not to need Spirit for its functioning. It was considered dead matter governed by “natural” laws. This is like saying that a human body can exist and function without life in it, without soul or Spirit. Yet great saints and sages tell us that if Spirit were to be removed, even for an instant, this world of concrete matter would instantly disintegrate, in the same way that when a soul abandons a human body what remains is a corpse. As my mentor Fr. Maximos would say, it is the Holy Spirit that keeps the world in operation in the same way that it is the Holy Spirit that animates our bodies and keeps them alive.

“So you see, Mike,” I continued, “modernity with all its technological marvels and appeals paved the way to the desacralization of Creation and the consequent dehumanization of the individual. The world exists without the need for the ‘God hypothesis.’ So God was declared ‘dead’ by the end of the nineteenth century. And this led unavoidably to the ‘death of man’ in the twentieth century, as postmodernists are fond of pronouncing like a mantra. They mean that there is no inherent meaning to human existence. This is the tragedy of modern culture, its achievements notwithstanding. The French-Lithuanian writer Oskar Milosz (1877–1939) said, ‘Unless a man’s concept of the physical universe accords with reality, his spiritual life will be crippled at its roots, with devastating consequences for every other aspect of his life.’3 This is what happened to us on a global, collective scale. With the emergence and dominance of scientific materialism, we have developed a grossly distorted view of reality. Why is that so? you may ask. The answer is that we have come to deny the spiritual origins of the physical world. So, perhaps our contemporary malaise and the massive problems we are faced with, from global warming to the ‘war on terrorism,’ may spring, at least partly, from this fundamental distortion. Is it then accidental that the last hundred years have been characterized by unrestrained violence, the bloodiest period in the history of the world, with more than one hundred million dead from global wars and revolutions?”

“So which way do you think we’re heading? Are you an optimist or a pessimist?” Mike asked, breaking a brief period of silent reflection.

“In an ultimate sense I am always an optimist. In fact, I am hopeful that if during the nineteenth century we ‘killed’ God, and if in the twentieth century we killed ‘man,’ the twenty-first century may be the beginning of the resurrection of God, the resacralization of Creation, and the corresponding rehumanization of humanity. I see signs that we are heading toward a broader and clearer understanding of reality. Or let us say, if it does not go that way, our grandchildren may not have a world to inherit. As strange as this may sound, and notwithstanding what we discussed earlier, I daresay that this entire historical process is a form of spiritual development. Let’s think about it: thanks to modernity, we have come a long way from the time when we accepted slavery as ‘natural’ and considered women inferior beings or ‘defective males.’ Even racists today will deny that they are racists. Not to mention that the notion of universal human rights was not part of our collective consciousness during previous centuries. So, in spite of everything, there has been progress.”

“Let’s discuss these issues further, but we should pay our bill first,” Mike suggested. “There are people waiting in line for a table.”

We walked around Bar Harbor enjoying the brilliant fall colors and the unusually warm weather. It was past eleven when we got back to the car. We then drove to nearby Acadia National Park and proceeded toward the entrance gate, the start of the spectacular twenty-seven-mile ocean drive. I had stopped the car at the booth and pulled out my wallet to pay the fee when Mike preempted me. “For ten dollars senior citizens can buy a card that gives them free access for life to all the national parks in America. Here, I’ve got one,” he said and pulled out the plastic from his wallet.

I’d never thought of myself as a “senior citizen” until I entered Acadia that October morning. I was reminded of a colleague, three years older than myself, who first realized that he was a “senior” when he boarded a bus in Munich and a young German stood up and offered him his seat.

“How do you explain your own liberation from the dominance of a materialist worldview? What do you consider the key events in your life that made a difference?” Mike asked after we had completed a half-hour stroll along Sand Beach, where both of us had built sand castles for our children in our younger years.

“It was actually a gradual process that sprang from my unenthusiastic acceptance of the modern view dominant during my student years. Many people played a role in helping me overcome materialism. I can think of three, however, who were very important in my formulating a new worldview that I found to be more satisfying both psychologically and spiritually.”

I went on to tell Mike that the first was the Russian sociologist Pitirim A. Sorokin, a refugee from the Bolshevik revolution and the founder of the Harvard sociology department during the early thirties. Then there was a group of controversial alternative therapists that I studied during the eighties. And finally, there was Fr. Maximos, the monk and elder from Mt. Athos. The latter became my spiritual mentor and had been the central character in my writings since the early nineties. All these people entered my life through a series of breathtaking coincidences. I then reminisced about the roles they played in my liberation from the dominant ideology of scientific materialism and reductionism.

During my graduate years, I stumbled onto Sorokin’s work as the result of a class assignment. I was intrigued by his Russian background and his role in the revolution as a Menshevik. His story read like a novel penned by Tolstoy. But it was Sorokin’s sociology that fascinated me the most.4 I realized that it offered a radically different perspective on the nature of reality than what I had found in the writings of other classic founders of the discipline. His vision of the world was integral, holistic, and nonreductionistic.

Sorokin was convinced that human beings are made up not only of a conscious and an unconscious mind, as Freud had argued, but also of a “supraconscious” mind. In fact, for Sorokin the real source of creativity in all fields of endeavor is the supraconscious part of the mind. Phenomena such as the mystical experiences of the great saints and psychic functions such as clairvoyance, telepathy, and precognition cannot be reduced to the unconscious or subconscious levels of the mind but are products of higher forms of mental energy. Of all the leading social scientists, Sorokin recognized the reality of higher forms of consciousness and did not dismiss as nonsense the “paranormal” experiences that people have been reporting in tribal and premodern as well as modern societies. For me that was an eye-opener. All along I’d felt asphyxiated by the materialistic reductionism that was the common denominator of just about all the great thinkers of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries to whom I was exposed as a student. I assumed I had no choice but to accept the materialist worldview as articulated by the leading exponents of modern thought, from sociology to psychology, from philosophy to physics. The only world out there was seen as the world of gross matter, of the five senses. Unusual experiences that people may have were explained as forms of regression or delusion. For example, the experiences of the great mystics were reduced by Freud to the “oceanic” state of mind characteristic of infants. Sorokin argued that such experiences must be seen as realities unto themselves, nonreducible to lower levels of awareness. The experiences of great saints and mystics, he claimed, are authentic results of higher levels of awareness and cognition, not infantile regression. Sorokin was a pioneer in his insistence that there are worlds beyond the physical universe and beyond the physical brain. Out of these worlds spring all of our deepest forms of creativity and insight.

Another important point in Sorokin’s work was his claim that knowledge comes from three sources: the senses, the mind, and intuition. Our senses give us “sensate knowledge.” Empirical science is the tool that allows us to gather knowledge about the visible, physical universe. That is its domain. For Sorokin, experimental science is the authoritative method invented by the human mind to acquire knowledge of the physical world. Neither religion nor philosophy is qualified to do that.

The second method of acquiring knowledge is through the mind. Mathematics, philosophical thought, and logical reasoning come under this form. The leading thinkers of the West have acknowledged the reality of these two sources of knowledge but not of intuition, the province of the great saints and mystics. This is Sorokin’s most controversial argument and one of his major contributions.5 He opposed the prevailing notion that subjective intuitions are less scientifically verifiable than empirically derived facts. He argued passionately for the emergence of an Integralist Truth, which honors all three forms of knowledge leading to a more holistic understanding of reality. Furthermore, Sorokin recognized only the great mystics and saints as authorities who can speak for the reality of higher forms of cognition, that is, cognition that penetrates the boundaries of the senses and the rational mind.

Finally, Sorokin claimed, based on an exhaustive examination of Western civilization, that the historical pendulum was heading toward a revival of religious faith and spiritual awakening. He made this prediction in the midst of the carnage of World War II and at a time when all indicators led to a consensus that religion was destined to disappear from the world with the advance of modernity, that secularization, the increasing displacement of religion to the margins of social life, was an irreversible process.

Sorokin was ignored during his lifetime because his thinking and work did not fit the mold of the nineteenth- and twentieth-century mechanistic understanding of life. However, his work was like a raft that rescued me from a turbulent ocean of historical materialism. It helped me overcome the agnosticism I acquired during my student years in the 1960s and offered me the green light to become receptive to mystical experiences as valid material for study while allowing me to continue to think of myself as a legitimate sociologist. After all, Sorokin was the founder of sociology at Harvard, one of the most prestigious universities in the world. He was one of the most prolific sociologists of the twentieth century, and, in spite of his controversial views, shortly before his death, in 1968, he was voted president of the American Sociological Association. I would not have been able to pursue my studies of mystics had I not discovered Sorokin’s work. I would have thought of myself as treading on academically shaky ground.

“How did you move from Sorokin to the alternative therapists you mentioned?” Mike asked as we crossed the long bridge over the Penobscot River on our return home. By then it was night and the lights of the twin cities Bangor and Brewer were reflected in the water that separated them. The steeples of the Catholic and Protestant churches, high on the surrounding hills, offered a typical and picturesque New England nightscape.

My encounter with them was the empirical validation of what Sorokin taught. His ideas would have simply remained interesting theories had I not met those out-of-the-ordinary individuals who eventually, and providentially, paved the way for my discovery of Mt. Athos and Fr. Maximos.

Again, as a result of a series of coincidences, I met these therapists in Cyprus at the beginning of my first sabbatical leave from the university when I was planning to research and write a book on international terrorism. Their reputation on the island was highly controversial. Skeptics considered them charlatans who fooled the gullible and the naïve. The devoutly religious considered them possessed by diabolical forces. When I met them, I realized that they possessed unusual mental gifts. Sorokin had sensitized me to the possible reality of intuitive knowledge. So in spite of their reputation, I was ready to take them seriously as subjects of study instead of either ignore them or dismiss them as frauds.

I gave up the terrorism project as I came to find these people much more interesting than terrorists. Contrary to the sober advice of friends and relatives, I plunged into an exploration of the world of this unusual group. I became the outside observer doing anthropological field research.

These alternative therapists were fascinating to me because of their “paranormal” abilities, which I could not make any rational sense of.6 For example, one of them could see things from a distance, as if his mind could travel through space like a radio or television signal. I remember how he described in great detail the inside of our house in Maine, something that he could not possibly have known.

Such abilities contradicted conventional scientific, materialist dogma. Of course, I could not prove scientifically that what I witnessed were objectively real phenomena. I did not conduct repeatable experiments. I did not, to use the scientific jargon, control the independent variables. But for me, what I witnessed were real, ontologically real experiences. I did, however, contact other anthropologists, such as Professor Michael Harner of the New School for Social Research, who had witnessed and recorded similar phenomena in other cultures. I sought their advice to make sure that I was not deceiving myself.

After reporting my research about these unusual people, I began receiving letters, e-mails, and telephone calls from people everywhere who claimed that my work provided them with an intellectual map of their inner worlds. That was extremely intriguing to me. I was visited by people who led normal and ordinary lives, held responsible positions in society, yet had rich inner experiences that they dared not reveal publicly. They were afraid of being stigmatized as mentally unbalanced, vilified as charlatans, or denounced as being possessed by demons. These were people who lived simultaneously in two worlds, the world of ordinary consciousness and that of their inner experiences. I concluded that there is a “para-culture” that mainstream science has ignored or failed to recognize because of its materialist blinders.

It is very clear to me that, without these experiences with Sorokin and the alternative therapists, I would not have taken Mt. Athos seriously. I would not have gone there, and, therefore, I would not have met Fr. Maximos.7 That is why I am grateful for everything that has happened to me, which opened the way for a journey to the Holy Mountain. I am convinced that, had I not had those accidental encounters with alternative therapists during the eighties, I would still be studying international terrorism.

Mike understood what I meant. He had followed my adventures closely ever since Antonis, a friend from Cyprus, urged me to join him on a visit to Mt. Athos to meet, as he claimed, real holy men and saints. I reluctantly took up his invitation, and, in the spring of 1991, I joined him on a journey to the thirty-mile-long and ten-mile-wide peninsula in northern Greece, reserved since the ninth century as a refuge for Christian hermits and monks. At the time I was deeply prejudiced against “organized” religion. I believed that among monks one could find only fanaticism, superstition, and narrow-mindedness. All of my higher learning had taken place in America, where monasticism is frowned upon because, among other things, of the lingering memories of the Holy Inquisition, a horrendous historical crime in which the Eastern part of Christianity played no part whatsoever.

It was Fr. Maximos who changed my attitude toward the Church. With him as my mentor, spiritual guide, and research informant, I discovered that there is a mystical lineage going all the way back to the early Christian Church that was preserved in some monasteries of Eastern Christianity. I realized that what many Western intellectuals searched for in the ashrams of India and the lamaseries of Tibet—that is, an experiential pathway to the Divine—has been all along within the very heart of Christianity. Furthermore, I discovered that phenomena I assumed were only part of the lore of shamanic cultures and of Eastern religions such as Hinduism, Taoism, and Buddhism have been an integral part of Christianity from its very inception. I learned that miraculous phenomena were integral in the lives of the great elders and hermits of Mt. Athos. With Fr. Maximos, I was introduced to the lives of extraordinary sages such as Elder Sophrony, St. Silouan the Athonite, and Elders Paisios and Porphyrios.8 Eyewitness reports of the feats of these elders overshadowed by far everything that I had heard or known about from other cultures or witnessed through my association with the Cypriot alternative therapists. I was intrigued by the fact that great Christian elders and saints were reputed for extraordinary gifts such as clairvoyance, prophetic vision, healing abilities, levitation, teleportation, and the like, which are presumed to be part only of Eastern religions and tribal shamanism.

I felt more comfortable with the presence of such “powers” in the lives of Christian saints and elders. In every case that I had studied or encountered, the elders denied having such abilities. When I met Elder Paisios, in 1991, he refused to acknowledge that he had healing gifts. Yet people, fully convinced of his extraordinary powers, would travel hundreds or thousands of miles to seek his help. I soon learned that, within the Eastern Orthodox tradition, elders speak not of “powers” but of “gifts of the Spirit” offered to the human soul after she undergoes purification from egotistical passions. Those who have such abilities, therefore, must never consider them as their own and definitely not use them to further their fame or personal interests. When one possesses such abilities without prior personal purification, the consequences can be catastrophic for both the possessor and others. That is why the mix of psychic abilities and narcissism is not a blessing or a manifestation of the Holy Spirit but a curse, a “satanic” condition that must, according to the holy elders, be avoided at all costs. Persons who possess such “powers” without humility and deep metanoia, that is, a radical transformation of thinking, feeling, and acting, can easily regress to black magic, consciously or unconsciously. That was a great lesson that I learned after my exposure to the spiritual tradition of Mt. Athos.

“Regardless of the spiritual origin of extraordinary abilities and powers,” Mike commented as we entered Orono, “their publicly acknowledged reality can have monumental repercussions for our understanding of the nature of the world and our own nature.”

I agreed. Even negative spiritual realities can function positively in overcoming materialism. If nothing else, they provide evidence of realities beyond this world, and if the gatekeepers of our higher culture accept the fact that there are spiritual realities, positive as well as negative, we are bound to witness a real revolution in consciousness. At the moment, we are still under the spell of modernity, a “flatland” understanding of reality that reduces everything to the physical level.

It was nine in the evening when we reached Mike’s house. “What we talked about today may come in handy for your upcoming roundtable discussion,” Mike suggested as I dropped him off.

“Most probably,” I replied. Then I drove off to my house, a mile and a half away on the same side of the Stillwater River.

A few weeks earlier I had been asked by the dean of our college to take part in a program titled Great Conversations. It was an initiative to bring the liberal arts to the general public by asking several faculty members from the university to have Saturday afternoon roundtable discussions on topics that would be of interest to the wider community. My topic was “The Forgotten Path of Christian Spirituality: My Research with Healers, Monks, Mystics, and Hermits of Eastern Christianity.” I was asked to write a short abstract for my presentation to be included in the program. Ten other such “conversations,” on a variety of topics, would be offered simultaneously by my colleagues.

The next morning I jotted down a few questions that I proposed to explore with my fellow roundtable participants: “Is there a Christian spirituality that is mystical, experiential, and focused on the fundamental and existential healing of the self? What are the basic characteristics of this spiritual tradition? What is its relevance for contemporary living? Why has the Christian West ignored this cultural and spiritual tradition?”

I planned to discuss these questions and many others in the context of my many years’ relationship with Fr. Maximos. However, after these conversations, to my pleasant surprise, I received the news that Fr. Maximos would visit America for the first time. After repeated phone calls, e-mails, and faxes, he had finally, albeit reluctantly, accepted an invitation to be the keynote speaker at an early spring conference on religion and healing at the Holy Cross Greek Orthodox seminary in Boston. Both Emily, my wife, and I looked forward to reconnecting with him.


TWO
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ATHOS IN AMERICA

Emily and I headed south on Route I-95 toward Boston. The air was refreshingly crisp as the sun rose above the forest-covered earth. The snow that had blanketed the land until mid-March had melted away. By the first week in April, thanks to a warming spell, the trees had begun to show the first signs of nature’s awakening. Driving at that early hour in a region full of lakes, rivers, and forests was an invigorating delight. I never stop reminding my students of the enviable uniqueness of their relatively unspoiled environment and their responsibility to preserve it. With a stable population of 1.3 million, yet larger in size than all of the other New England states combined, Maine is a magnet for environmentalists, hunters, and bird-watchers and can boast a vast expanse of pristine nature in the American Northeast.

We were upbeat that morning as we prepared to meet Fr. Maximos. We were to join him and the organizers of the conference for dinner at a Greek restaurant in Cambridge. We hadn’t seen him since the previous year, and we looked forward to hearing, among other things, his impressions of America. Since his knowledge of English was minimal, I had volunteered to be his simultaneous translator, something I had never done before. My anxiety, however, was tempered by the knowledge that Emily, a polyglot and an experienced translator, would be there to give me not only moral support but also a hand.

In spite of a heavy schedule at home, what finally attracted Fr. Maximos to visit America was not just the conference itself but the opportunity to visit the newly established St. Anthony’s monastery, southeast of Phoenix. An even greater attraction was his desire to reconnect with Elder Ephraim, one of his venerated elders, who had left Mt. Athos in 1996 with a mission to set up Greek Orthodox monasteries for men and women all over North America. In only ten years the septuagenarian elder, with financial backing from American philanthropists, created twenty monasteries, from Montreal to Arizona and from New York to Florida. It was an extraordinary feat, interpreted by his devout followers as nothing short of a miracle. It is interesting that the number of monasteries the elder created in America was equal to those on Mt. Athos itself. The central and largest monastery, built in the Arizona desert, was St. Anthony’s, a sanctuary that Emily and I had visited some years back.1

Fr. Maximos had arranged his flight so that he could first visit Arizona, where he stayed for a week in the company of his beloved elder. Having spent many years on Mt. Athos before his return to his native Cyprus, Fr. Maximos wished to relive briefly his life as an Athonite monk. This visit also gave him a few days to recover from the substantial jet lag.

In Cambridge, the conference organizing committee was in a reserved room of the restaurant, awaiting Fr. Maximos’s arrival from Logan Airport. No one had met him or knew what he looked like except Emily and myself. For this reason we were asked to welcome him at the front door.

“America is blessed to have you walk on its soil, Fr. Maxime,” I pronounced with a humorous intonation and with spread-out arms as he stepped out of the taxi. “I am the one who is blessed to be here, Kyriaco,” Fr. Maximos replied in equal measure. In fact, when I later mentioned to him in all seriousness that a lot of people benefited from his presence in America, he responded that it was he who benefited the most. “I have overcome,” he confided to us later, “some of my prejudices and misconceptions about this country.”

I was pleased to hear that. The overseas image of America was severely tarnished by the Iraq war and the unpopular policies of the Bush administration. Fr. Maximos told me that he saw an America that was very different from what he had imagined. Among other things, he was surprised to find Americans so friendly and hospitable and so religiously devout.

“Did you have a good flight?” Emily asked.

“The flight from London to Phoenix was without exaggeration the best twelve hours I’ve had in a long time,” Fr. Maximos retorted.

“Really?” Emily asked in surprise, knowing from experience how taxing such a long trip could be.

“Nobody was talking to me!” Fr. Maximos quipped. “There was a young boy sitting next to me who was asleep most of the time. No one paid attention to me, and nobody asked me any questions. In fact, I enjoyed it so much that I could not let myself fall asleep lest I miss the joy of being alone so high up in the sky and in silence for so many hours.”

We both knew how rare it was for Fr. Maximos to have time to himself. Ever since he’d arrived in Cyprus in the early nineties, with the mission to revitalize monasticism on the island, his popularity had skyrocketed, leaving him little time to live in silence like a monk. His eventual election as bishop compounded the problem. It was no wonder, therefore, that he had cherished the silence during the long flight from London to Arizona. “I couldn’t believe how huge that plane was!” Fr. Maximos marveled, shaking his head as we went to meet his hosts. It had been his first transatlantic flight in a jumbo jet.

In the informal setting of this evening meal, I practiced simultaneous translation so as to feel better prepared for the next day. After the meal, we strolled to Harvard Square and walked the groomed paths of Harvard Yard, where Fr. Maximos got a glimpse of a nerve center of contemporary Western, rational civilization.

In spite of being a bearded, black-robed clergyman, he attracted no particular attention. It was one of the advantages of being in a cosmopolitan, urban area. In their attempt to fence themselves off from the cascade of city stimuli, urbanites, as the early twentieth-century German sociologist Georg Simmel argued, maintain an indifferent attitude toward their surroundings. Strange-looking folks are not curiosities as they would be in small towns and villages. “I love being in Athens,” Fr. Maximos once told me, “because there I can walk the streets, go to bookshops, and have a bite at a restaurant without people paying any attention to me.” In Cyprus, however, he cannot walk down the street without taxis stopping to offer him a ride or people running after him asking for his blessing or kissing his hand. As a result, and unlike his years on the Holy Mountain, where he was an unknown monk, he had accumulated unnecessary weight because of a lack of walking and other physical exercise. No wonder he was enjoying his sojourn in the New World.

[image: ]

Fr. Maximos was the first speaker at the conference. He began his presentation with a slight bow, a smile, and a cheerful “Good morning,” the only English words he uttered. He then turned toward me and signaled that he was ready for his address. Not surprisingly, he had no written text. As far as I knew, since he’d left Mt. Athos twelve years earlier, Fr. Maximos had never delivered a speech from a written text, even though he had given over one thousand tape-recorded talks that were circulating around the globe among Greek-speaking devotees. Somehow the Holy Spirit worked more freely through him if he remained spontaneous in his delivery. That way he had the opportunity to illustrate his lectures with personal anecdotes, humor, and attention-grabbing vignettes. This was another sign of Fr. Maximos’s charisma.

Covering the microphone with my palm, I whispered to him to speak slowly so that I could translate precisely what he would say. I feared that my mind would not work fast enough to capture all the nuances and details of his sentences. I too was relying heavily on the Holy Spirit to not unduly distort what the elder was about to say. Fortunately, he focused on a theme that we had discussed many times before, so I felt that I had a definite advantage over a professional interpreter unfamiliar with Orthodox Christianity and healing.

After offering apologies for his lack of knowledge of English, Fr. Maximos began. “First and foremost,” he said as he faced an audience of two hundred, a number of them preparing to become priests or ministers, “I would like to convey to you a message of greetings and blessings from the Orthodox Church of Cyprus, the Apostolic Church of Cyprus.”

I suspected that very few knew what the “Apostolic Church of Cyprus” meant. I took the liberty, therefore, to signal to Fr. Maximos to wait a few seconds so that I could explain. I mentioned that it was called so because Christianity came to Cyprus, less than two hundred miles west of the Holy Land, with the arrival of Apostle Paul, who went to teach Christianity to the
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