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Dedication


This book is dedicated to the many godparents who made life possible for me as I went from one stage to another of my life.

—Robert A. Johnson
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Preface




This book is about the evolution of consciousness as told through one remarkable life. Robert A. Johnson has always lived close to the collective unconscious, which has been both his curse and his blessing. His story is principally an inner journey guided by powerful dreams, visions, and synchronistic events. Others have written about such things, but it is rare to find someone who maintains an ethical obligation to these powerful and mysterious forces. What is most remarkable to me is Robert’s example of how to live with a religious attitude in postmodern times.

By religious attitude I am not referring to following a path toward redemption or salvation or even necessarily to being a member of a religious institution. A religious attitude relates to the cultivation of soul—an openness to wonder, awe, fear, and reverence with respect to the “other,” those numinous forces that exist outside our conscious control. These powers have been called at various times fate, destiny, the hand of God, or, to use Robert’s term, the slender threads.

Robert’s life is truly guided by slender threads. While most modern people are preoccupied with getting and spending, constantly fretting and struggling to manipulate external reality so that it goes their way, his process follows a different flow. He waits and watches for the slender threads, listens attentively, dialogues with the unconscious, and acts only when a larger pattern has been revealed.


Robert’s life story is not lacking in drama, adventure, and humor; he has crossed paths with a fascinating cast of characters that includes Carl Jung, Jiddu Krishnamurti, and an assortment of sages, saints, and sinners. In countless ways his experiences have anticipated the collective concerns of Western society—struggles with loneliness and alienation, a yearning for community, the search for values and personal meaning in a secular culture, the encounter between Eastern and Western philosophies, hunger to connect with something more enduring and of greater circumference than our individual egos.

But like his mentor, Carl Jung, Robert looks upon the outer aspects of his life as incidental, while inner processes have provided the substance and determining value.

I first met Robert nearly a decade ago at a Jungian conference in Colorado. I was already fascinated by the works of Carl Jung and Joseph Campbell and was contemplating leaving an executive position in corporate America to pursue my real passion. Arriving at the conference early, I walked into a reception room and spied Robert sitting shyly in a corner by himself. I recognized him immediately from the photo on his book jackets. Uncharacteristically (for an introvert), I marched up to introduce myself and welcome him. I felt absolute joy that morning. It was one of those all-too-rare instances when one is totally absorbed in Presence, not yearning to be somewhere else, with anyone else, or doing anything else at all. Robert, with his keen sense of feeling, must have picked up on my happiness (he would later tell me that one of the finest acts of devotion to God is simply to be happy), as he asked if we could share lunch. That day, over a picnic in the park, I experienced a true mentor, someone who seemed not only to read my thoughts but also to care about my soul. Our conversation fortified my resolve to leave a career that I had outgrown, and it also planted a seed in me—a seed of belief that I had something of enduring value in my inner life. Robert made me feel valued, and I know he has that effect on many people.

We corresponded for several months before I took Robert up on his offer to visit his quiet home overlooking a beach in southern California. Words do not capture the experience of simply being with Robert, a calm and gentle man who speaks in conversation with the same flowing, musical quality that makes his lectures so magical. His presence brings a peacefulness and a sense of organic order, like being dropped down into a tranquil Japanese garden in which human creation and the matrix of nature are in harmony.


Over the next several years I indulged in his hospitality during many visits, while also completing a Ph.D. in depth psychology with Robert’s encouragement. During this time I listened to hundreds of hours of tapes from Robert’s private collection, and time and time again I felt a shock of insight in response to some religious commentary or psychological gem contained in one of Robert’s lectures.

In 1995 I learned that Robert had chosen to stop writing, a decision that characteristically was made following a dream. In the dream he had sat down at his desk, only to discover that the fountain pen he was using no longer contained ink but was filled only with water. Despite the encouragement of friends, colleagues, and his publisher, Robert was convinced that the writing stage of his life was over.

A few months later, gazing out at the Pacific and welcoming a new day with the customary Johnson breakfast of fresh carrot juice, I proposed to Robert an idea. Most of his books, starting with the perennial best-seller, He, had taken readers on spiritual and psychological journeys by way of myths or folktales—the Parsifal legend, the story of Tristan and Isolde, the myth of Dionysus. Yet what about the myth of Robert Johnson? His life itself, I suggested, was the best example of how to find balance and healing in turbulent times. In his seventy-fifth year he could look back on that life with perspective and recognize the slender threads at work. If he would allow me to tape a series of conversations, I would provide the bulk of the writing, and together we might develop a different sort of book, not strictly a biography or even an autobiography, but a story of the unfolding of consciousness within one individual. Dr. Jung had produced such a work in his Memories, Dreams, Reflections, but that was a different life in a different era.

Robert heard me out and said he would have to sit with the idea. A few hours later he emerged from his office with a tiny hand-held tape recorder. It was settled, and our interviews began that day. Over the next several months many hours were spent in conversation, first reviewing Robert’s life and later amplifying key themes and issues that readers might find helpful for their own development. In the creation of this book I also drew upon Robert’s journals and numerous unpublished lectures, which previously have been available only to a lucky few. While reviewing the manuscript, Robert made many helpful suggestions and, I am delighted to say, even took laptop computer in hand and began writing again.


When Robert’s first book was published in 1974, the general public was just beginning to rediscover the power and timeless wisdom of myths and folktales. He was one of the first to present Dr. Jung’s rich but complex theories with simple elegance and grace. Anyone who has delved into the twenty volumes of Jung’s collected works knows that simple is not easy; it requires an in-depth understanding to make such psychological theory’ digestible.

For a time, Robert was fond of telling a self-effacing story about being elevated to near sainthood in a small Indian village based upon the villagers’ observation that he did not eat very much, say very much, or do very much. He joked that these were his primary credentials for addressing the religious life. Of course, what those intuitive villagers in India perceived in Robert went much deeper. Their understanding went to the very heart of the matter. Robert’s example has had lasting influence on my own writing, my therapeutic approach, and my daily life. It is my hope that this book will extend that experience to many others.

I would like to thank my wife, Jordis, for her ongoing support during the gestation of, this book, a nine-month period when she also was carrying our new son, Oliver. It was a joyous race to see who would arrive first, and “little Ollie” beat the finished manuscript by two weeks.

Jerry M. Ruhl, Ph.D.
 July 17, 1997
 Denver, Colorado








Prologue:

Slender Threads




It is an audacious notion to put forth in this age of science and willful determination that one’s existence is somehow inspired, guided, and even managed by unseen forces outside our control. Whether called fate, destiny, or the hand of God, slender threads are at work bringing coherence and continuity to our lives. Over time they weave a remarkable tapestry.

What are these slender threads? Being in a particular place at just the right time, meeting someone who steers you in an unforeseen direction, the unexpected appearance of work or money or inspiration just when they are most needed. These are the mysterious forces that guide us and shape who we are. They are the patterns that give meaning to our experiences.

Some people seem to exert more free will over their lives. They make plans, set goals, and proceed with full confidence of being in control. That has never worked for me, despite my best attempts.

Looking back from the vantage point of seventy-six years, it is now clear that my existence has always been managed by some benevolent fate. It has taken the better part of a lifetime to accept this idea, and much of the time I still don’t understand it. But I have learned to stop fighting it. In youth, I floundered around and followed the slender threads only when I felt like it or when they seemed to be taking me where I already wanted to go. I often struggled to oppose them. As the fruit of my old age, however, I have finally come to trust the mystery. The mystery is this: there is one right thing and only one right thing to do at every moment. We can either follow or resist the slender threads.


We all have free will, and therefore we can try to force situations in life. Perhaps that struggle is what keeps us bound to this earth. But I have gradually learned to accept that the slender threads possess greater intelligence and wisdom than our scrambling egos can ever attain. In good times and bad, one slender thread after another has seen me through and, together, they have shaped what I know and who I am.

This notion of slender threads is essentially a religious idea. I am not much at home with the old-time religion, at least not as practiced in my own culture. And so I often find myself searching for new terms to say old things. I do know, however, that my life is managed by a coherent and intelligent entity of some sort, a guiding hand or patron saint, if you will.

My loyalty to the heavenly world was won forever after a serious wounding claimed me for an interior life. But I was not removed from the necessity of simultaneously building an earthly life. This became the central challenge for me—learning how to balance two realms.

To side with either of these two great realities—heaven and earth—is an error. Over time I came to appreciate that a middle place in which both realms are honored is not only the safest place, it also is the ecstatic place, the holy place. If one works faithfully and patiently at this task of balancing heaven and earth, eventually one may even realize something more remarkable: that the two worlds are in fact one.

Robert A. Johnson
 January 6, 1997
 Encinitas, California
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The Golden World:

Living with Visions of the Divine




It all began with the crash of a car against a brick wall and the small knee of an eleven-year-old boy caught in between.

I had been visiting my father, and I was enjoying the late summer afternoon as I made my way home on roller skates. My parents lived three miles apart in Portland, Oregon. I was midway between these poles of my life, almost exactly between my father’s house and my mother’s house. Certainly the split between my two parents was a place of danger. I decided to buy a Coca-Cola at the local drugstore and was just going in the door with five pennies clenched in my hand when two cars collided in the street before me. My left leg was through the door, but the right one was still touching the sidewalk when there was a crunch of steel and brick, a rush of adrenaline, and the sickening realization that it was too late, my leg was pinned between brick and chrome, the knee crushed. In that instant everything seemed to move in slow motion. A second earlier would have caught both of my legs as I entered the drugstore, while a second later would have had me safely inside the building. But it was that second, just that second, that everything was aligned to give me a devastating blow but leave me just short of death.

I awoke on the pavement, dazed, feeling no pain but bleeding profusely since the main artery of my leg had been severed. The five pennies that I intended to spend on a soft drink were still clenched tightly in my hand. A circle of people looked down at me. Someone asked where I lived, and I managed to whisper my home telephone number. I was weak and nauseated when an alert nurse who lived nearby came running to provide first aid. She improvised a tourniquet, an ambulance rushed me to the nearby Immanuel Hospital, and a bone specialist was summoned to surgery. When they wheeled me into the emergency room, the hospital gurney bumped the doorjamb, a bump that felt like sheer agony. Then came the oblivion of anesthesia.

I knew nothing more until the middle of the night, when I awoke sweaty and shivering in a metal bed, my leg held down by a heavy cast that ran from my neck to my toes. I felt nauseous and horribly weak. No one knew that the sutured artery in my leg had broken loose and was hemorrhaging again inside the cast. I was slowly bleeding to death, and I began drifting away to another world. I knew precisely what was happening, at least in its psychic dimensions. I set my feet against the downward spiral and determined not to die, resisting it with all my willpower. But at a specific moment I crossed a divide—it felt like that bump against the doorjamb—and suddenly I was in a glorious world.

It was pure light, gold, radiant, luminous, ecstatically happy, perfectly beautiful, purely tranquil, joy beyond bound. I wasn’t the least bit interested in anything on the earthly side of the divide; I could only revel, at what was before me. We have words for this side of reality but none to describe the other side. It was all that any mystic ever promised of heaven, and I knew then that I was in possession of the greatest treasure known to humankind. Later in life I heard the religious scholar Mircea Eliade refer to this magnificent realm as the Golden World, which is exactly right, and I have called it that ever since.

But I was not to leave this earthly world on that August day in 1932; instead I was only to be teased with a brief preview of the Golden World that would figure so profoundly throughout the rest of my life. An alert night nurse came by and noticed blood leaking through the underside of my cast. She set off an alarm and had me whisked off to surgery, where they quickly tried to transfuse blood. My veins were so badly collapsed that I still have ribbons of white scars down my arms where they made incisions, searching desperately to find a vein.

Inwardly, I was harshly interrupted in my timeless ecstasy of paradise by a summons to go back to the earthly realm. I resisted this as strenuously as I had fought the crossing from earth to heaven, but to no avail. I awoke on the surgery table convulsed with pain, hearing the busy sounds of an emergency room, and looking up into a nightmare of tubes and a circle of masked faces peering down at me. One of these, the surgeon, said, “So, you are alive!”

Yes, I was alive but reluctantly so. No one can look upon even the antechamber of heaven without a lifetime of regret at what has been lost. Seeing through this mundane world to the golden, archetypal world was marvelous beyond description, but at the tender age of eleven it was almost too much. I was so blinded by the golden light of the divine world that I was spoiled for regular life. A curtain separating the two realms was for me forever parted. In the morning of that fateful day I was a giddy kid; by midnight I was a very old man in a boy’s body.

The physician initially told my mother it was doubtful I would survive, as this was the age before antibiotics. My mother later said that after being brought back from the lifesaving surgery I emerged out of the stupor of the ether and sat upright in bed, and my first words were that I wanted to be buried in the Lincoln Memorial Cemetery in Portland, bringing terror to her already worried face. Apparently I said very little about my Golden World experience.

My leg began to heal in the next few weeks. The blood system, however, never attained proper function. Gangrene set in, and first one, and then a second, amputation was required. Fortunately, both were below the knee, a lesser degree of handicap than it might have been. I spent two months recovering in the hospital before they sent me home. I philosophize now that I was wounded just enough to set off a deep experience of the inner world but not enough to end my life. Just enough!


 

I LIVED WITH DESPAIR for some time following the auto crash. Managing crutches, getting used to an artificial leg, adapting to the world as a handicapped person—all these were difficult enough, but it was the loss of the Golden World after having seen the pure source of beauty that was the most difficult. It’s better to live in oblivion of that world than to be teased by it.

I had no context within which to understand what had taken place. I might have believed that my Golden World experience was just a hallucination brought on by anesthesia or physical shock. But at the age of sixteen I saw the glory of paradise again, and this time it was even more glorious because I was fully conscious. Once again I would experience what a biblical passage describes as the morning stars singing together. William Blake knew that world well and captured it for us as only an inspired poet can do:


          To see the World in a Grain of Sand

          And a heaven in a Wild Flower,

          Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand

          And Eternity in an hour.



This passage is from Blake’s “Auguries of Innocence.” From his writings I know that this poet had a direct experience of the Golden World, which he called Imaginative Vision. In his preface to “The Jerusalem,” Blake speaks of that composition as having been dictated to him, as though it came as a revelation. I know now that many others have shared my experience of heaven and have returned to tell of it, but only the seers, poets, and artists come close to conveying its glory.

At the age of sixteen I was visited with a clumsy urge for independence, to go out and conquer the material world and make my place in it. I was very much like Parsifal, the legendary youth in the medieval story who longed to become a knight. Parsifal set off in search of adventure, hoping to prove his manhood, and instead stumbled into a profoundly religious experience in the Grail Castle. Like Parsifal, I stumbled into the Grail Castle as a youth and could comprehend it no better at sixteen than I had at the age of eleven. Here is how it happened.

I had never worked as a young man, not even on a paper route or any other odd job. It was 1937, and the economy was barely nudging itself out of the Depression. I looked around Portland for something to do, but no one would hire me. An artificial leg was a real limitation for the kinds of menial labor that a sixteen-year-old could do.

After observing several of my false starts, my stepfather decided to intervene. He pulled some strings and arranged to get me a night job at the Del Monte canning factory in Vancouver, Washington, where he worked as a manager. The factory was twenty miles from Portland across the Columbia River. I was to work seven days a week, twelve-hour shifts, on night duty. The pay was fifty cents an hour. I saw this as the perfect opportunity to exercise my independence and demonstrate my manhood.

I arrived a half hour early for my first shift and was swallowed up by a great mechanical beast, the Depression-era factory. Of course I wasn’t used to sleeping during the day and arrived primed with excitement at 6 P.M. I was pumped full of adrenaline and ready to take on the world.

It was hot and noisy in the factory, a dark and ugly building that stretched on for more than a block. The tin-roofed cannery employed more than a thousand workers. Rows and rows of women were peeling pears by hand with curved knives; farm boys twice my size were scurrying about loading and unloading carts of fruit. People were shouting and cursing over the din of machinery. It was a chaos of activity, noise, and sheer ugliness, an angry existence, with people snarling at one another and swearing at the tops of their lungs. It had been a warm summer, and tons of pears and peaches had ripened early. The cannery was running twenty-four hours a day to get the ripe fruit canned. My shoes stuck to the floor and made a sucking noise with every step across the concrete. My job was to check the cans of fruit as they came spitting out of the cooker in an unending stream.


I was just getting the hang of my new job when the night foreman decided to pirate labor to help with a bottleneck farther down the production line. My job of inspecting cans was expendable. I knew nothing of fending for myself in the work world, and I soon found myself on one of the most grueling jobs in the factory, hand-trucking four-hundred-pound loads of hot cans from cooker to warehouse. I had never been near a two-wheeled hand truck before, let alone one with cans stacked high above my head that had to be carefully balanced. With my first venture I spilled the entire stack of cans across the floor and was roundly chewed out by the foreman. I wasn’t very strong, and the job was far beyond my ability, but I was too determined to admit defeat. I clung to the task at hand and decided that this was a true test of my manhood: either I was going to prove myself or die in the attempt. As the night wore, on it was nearly the latter.

I spent the next six hours pushing that hand truck from one end of the building to the other. Sometime after midnight I was given a short break, and I was relieved when the foreman assigned the job to someone else. But after my break he sent me back to the same exhausting task, and again I went to it without saying a word. By this time the junction of my leg and the artificial leg was soaked with blood. The blood had run down into my shoe, and my wool sock was so wet that you could have wrung it out, but I prided myself on not complaining to anyone. This was my test, and I was going to do it or die. I don’t know what was worse—the pain from my leg or my first untempered look at the harshness and ugliness of the world. They merged together in my mind into pure misery.

At 4:30 A.M. I punched my time card and walked out into the damp night air. As I started my borrowed car I suddenly realized that if I didn’t see something beautiful I would not survive. I needed to get home, soak in a bathtub, and collapse into bed, but another need was even more powerful. I had to have the beauty of life confirmed again, or I felt that I could not continue to live. I drove up into the hills west of Portland, where I knew I would find a view overlooking the valley, reaching to the four snowcapped mountains that surround the city. This was my answer to the compelling need for something to counterbalance the horror of the preceding hours.

I parked the car and hobbled out onto a promontory just in time for the sunrise. The sun began to inch its way over the horizon, and—unbelievably—the Golden World shone forth again with all its glory. The same world I had known at age eleven, the same golden light, the same condensation of pure beauty—it was all there. It was the same world that I had lost and mourned several years before, and I knew it with an intimacy and delight past any other value in human life. At eleven, I had been forced onto the edge of the next world, but by some quirk of fate I had recovered and reentered human existence. This time, at the age of sixteen, it was the same Golden World, but my reception of it was different. There was more consciousness in me. Before, I was a child blundering across a corner of heaven by accident, but I now had the consciousness of a young adult, and my birthright had been restored to me.

I can’t really say whether I heard, saw, smelled, tasted, or touched that sunrise. No matter. It was an antechamber of heaven, and it was my native land. It lasted for about thirty minutes of clock time, but it was eternity in the heavenly realm. Language fails me when I try to describe what I experienced, so I must again turn to the words of others.

Even Dante, one of the world’s greatest poets, finds it nearly impossible to describe his vision of Paradise: “In the heaven that receives most of its light I have been, and have seen things which he who descends from the above neither knows how nor is able to recount.” The great American poet Walt Whitman comes closer in his lines referring to the same or a similar Golden World experience. Whitman writes in Leaves of Grass:


          As in a swoon, one instant,

          Another sun, ineffable, full-dazzles me,

          And all the orbs I knew, and brighter, unknown orbs;

          One instant of the future land, Heaven’s land.




Henry David Thoreau, that lover of solitude and mystical communion with nature, also surely tasted the Golden World, as indicated by these lines from Walden:


          I hearing get who had but ears,

          And sight who had but eyes before,

          I moments live who lived but years,

          And truth discern who knew but learning’s lore.




          I hear beyond the range of sound,

          I see beyond the range of sight,

          New earths, and skies and seas around,

          And in my day the sun doth pale his light.



When the sun was up, I returned to ordinary consciousness. My physical exhaustion came pouring back in, and my leg began to hurt again. I limped back to my car and was quickly pulled back to mundane realities by a flat tire. The Golden World was entirely gone by the time I changed the flat. I was back in a gray existence, desperately tired and disillusioned, my leg hurting; but at least I had the comfort of knowing that the Golden World was not just a once-in-a-lifetime experience. I had been to that sublime realm a second time, it was real, and this time I would never doubt it again. My life would never, could never, be the same.

I don’t believe in chance. India has more insight into these things than we do in the West. We don’t have a language for comprehending such irrational experiences. In India they talk about an old soul. This term is used to describe someone who is ripe enough to experience the deepest mysteries. If there is such a condition, then perhaps my soul was ripe—ready to be plucked from this life and introduced to another one. The problem was that those hardworking physicians had brought me back to the old realm. I would have to learn to live on earth with an indelible memory of heaven. Much of the rest of my life would be spent seeking a balance between these two realms.


 

I FERVENTLY BELIEVE that my “accident” in front of that Portland drugstore was no accident. Later in life one of my spiritual teachers told me, “If you had not been injured in an accident at eleven, you would have experienced this contact with the unconscious as a psychosis.” I must admit that I tremble at such a statement. If it is true, it reveals to what extent our lives are controlled by those slender threads of an intelligence far superior to our own.

These openings into another realm can be terribly dangerous; indeed, visions of heaven break some people by interrupting their sense of identity and continuity. For years my life seemed upended by this glimpse of the divine. Nothing on this earth could fill my hunger for more of the ecstatic experience. None of the aspirations or goals that seemed to drive other people could hold my interest for long. History is filled with examples of mad ones, monks, sages, and seers who have undergone numinous encounters, and for such souls it becomes nearly impossible to lead an ordinary human life.

Perhaps if one can absorb some of the experience through the physical body, it helps to reduce the overwhelming impact on one’s psyche. That seems to have been the case with me. The timing of that auto accident and the result that I would lose one leg and not two has always been fascinating to me in this respect: It wounded me enough to ground me, but not so much as to knock all the life out of me. The wounding was sufficient to claim me for an interior life and loyalty to the Golden World, but it was not so severe that I was removed from the necessity of simultaneously building a life on earth.

It is particularly dangerous to experience a divine vision at such a young age. It is much more tolerable for a mature personality. After thirty minutes of ecstasy on the mountainside that morning, I spent the next ten years in terrible suffering—not physical suffering, but the subtle hell of loneliness and isolation. I was doing all the standard things in life, but they meant very little to me. My visions came close to destroying the practicality in me, the usual human dimensions of existence. I went into solitude and found what solace I could in music and by surrounding myself with animals: homing pigeons, an aquarium of tropical fish. I spent hour after hour in my own world, an inner realm. All this time I was getting top grades in school, but my heart was never really in such achievements. My allegiance was elsewhere.

I now believe that many young people experience the Golden World to some degree. The poet Wordsworth aptly wrote that we come into this world trailing clouds of glory. We are born whole, and, God willing, we die whole.

Children come into the world with that sense of celebration and delight in the awesomeness of life. Then we eat of that wonderful, terrible fruit depicted in the story of the Garden of Eden, and our lives become divided. In childhood we have innocent wholeness, which then is transformed into informed separateness. If one is lucky, a second transformation occurs later in life, a transformation into informed wholeness. A proverb puts it this way: in life our task is to go from unconscious perfection to conscious imperfection and then to conscious perfection.

As we grow up, most of us retain an intuition that heavenly wholeness exists somewhere, however harsh our lives may be. The boundary between the two worlds seems to be particularly thin during adolescence, a condition that does not occur again until we reach the age of forty-five or fifty. Then there is a chance to experience the Golden World again. Unfortunately, adults often dismiss such experiences as “only a dream” or “childish talk.” We tell our children to grow up and face the realities of life. As a result, many people give up on ever finding wholeness.

For me, the essence of life comes from these experiences of the Golden World. Such encounters with the divine have been called visionary, mystical, manifestations of cosmic consciousness, or, in secular language, peak experiences. Such experiences were the goal of life in the Middle Ages, when they were referred to as the Unitive Vision.

I am fascinated by the word ecstatic, which in its original sense means to stand outside oneself. We work so hard to make a personal self, an “I” or ego, with clarity and continuity. This is extremely valuable, but one pays a price for this “I”—we become small, personal, and limited; we are a highly circumscribed entity in our “I-ness.”

The ecstatic experience involves escaping from the “I-ness.” This requires that we break the boundaries of our separateness to experience a greater realm, a realm that taxes our finest poets and artists to convey. It is the most valuable experience any person can ever have. The beauty of the Golden World is that one sees a vastness, something so much greater than oneself that one is left speechless with awe, admiration, delight, and rapture.

After childhood, in our twenties and thirties, we are called upon to fulfill the cultural tasks of the society in which we live. In India this is called the householder stage, the time for building careers, raising families, paying bills, meeting all of our social obligations. But at midlife many people hunger again for some glimpse of the Golden World. By the time most of us become adults, we have lost all contact with this world. I only have to look carefully to see the spiritual hunger in the eyes of most Westerners. Rarely do you see radiance in the faces of middle-aged people. And so instead of reconnecting to the ecstatic realm as adults, we see the infamous midlife crisis in which one tries to fill the emptiness with all the extravagant things we have around us. This is the tragedy of many modern lives.

Most of our neuroses come from hunger for the divine, a hunger that too often we try to fill in the wrong way. We drink alcohol, take drugs, or seek momentary highs through the accumulation of material possessions. All the manipulations of the outer world carry with them an unconscious hope of redeeming our lonely, isolated existence.

The experience of paradise in the wholeness of youth is our birthright. It is a gift. However, seeing the Golden World again as an adult has to be earned. It requires inner work, a commitment not just to material success but to bringing some sense of meaning and purpose to one’s life. There is a paradox involved here. The Golden World cannot be acquired like a possession, and enlightenment cannot be turned into a project. We do not select an ecstatic experience; rather, it is delivered upon us as a state of grace. However, we can do the necessary inner work so that we are open to and prepared for such experiences when they arrive.

I can’t tell you how many times after that morning when I tasted heaven that I went to some high place to watch the sunrise again, hoping to hear the morning stars singing together as they had done at that glorious dawn. I yearned desperately to get a glimpse of that world. Everywhere I went I would find myself looking over the horizon or peering into someone’s eyes, hoping to find it. Sometimes I would see just enough of it to tease me and make me feel even worse.

It is ironic that often our breakthroughs into consciousness of the divine grow out of breakdowns in ordinary consciousness. Contacts with the divine may at the time feel like pure suffering, and I sometimes wonder if all suffering is a vision of God too great to bear. The Buddhist tradition informs us that enlightenment is often perceived as tragedy or total disaster from the ego’s perspective. Very few people have the intelligence to surrender with dignity to forces greater than themselves. Most of us have to be hit in the head, or in my case the leg, and thereby forced into a realization of the Golden World.

I hate it when people say after a tragedy, “Well, it’s all for the best” or “It’s all in God’s plan.” It also is said that “Man’s tragedy is God’s opportunity.” These sayings are true, but they are almost always said at the wrong time by the wrong people. Out of mouths that parrot them like verses in a greeting card, they are false.

I recall a Zen story in which a master is sitting in his hut when a student comes to him and asks, “What is Zen?” The master points to the moon. Time passes, and one day the master goes into town. While he is away, the student is charged with minding the monastery. A young stranger comes to visit and asks the student, “What is Zen?” Recalling the action of the master, the student points to the moon. Just at that moment, the master comes home, witnesses the conversation, and goes into a rage. He pulls out a knife and cuts off the student’s pointing finger.

This is a harsh lesson but one intended to demonstrate that consciousness that truly knows Zen is different from the consciousness of one who is just quoting, abstracting, or theorizing. Mundane comments about other people’s suffering deserve to be cut off. Even if you say the right thing, when it is said at the wrong time it is wrong. Or, worse yet, if a wrong person says the right thing, then it is most certainly wrong.

I also believe that the ache of loneliness relates to knowing there is something more than one can have. If you hadn’t known it at first, it would never bother you. I was hungry for the Golden World that I had tasted and then lost, but I could not articulate that hunger. I can tell the moment people walk into a room if they are searching like I was for a taste of heaven; their eyes scan the landscape as if they were hunting, but most probably if you asked what they are hunting for they could not tell you.

When people enter therapy today with such a hunger, many health care professionals try to talk them out of their experiences; too many mainstream therapists pathologize the client’s dreams and visions and make every attempt to get this neurotic individual back into the humdrum world of “normality.” Alternatively, individuals can be taken aside and given some tools to maintain this process, find their own balance, and live with a foot in both worlds. Of course, to help someone find this balance assumes that the helper knows how to do it.

Nowadays we often don’t recognize when someone has been shaken by a view of heaven. Yet, the meaninglessness of the modern world arises from having a taste of something so glorious that the beholder can neither find it again nor settle for anything less. There is an old Christian proverb that says, You would not search for Me if you had not first known Me. This applies to anyone who remembers glimpses of the Golden World. Each of us can become stuck in egotism, which is merely a half-consciousness, suspended between two worlds and continually yearning for something that is scarcely remembered. How does one continue to live on the face of the earth when he or she is half blinded and spoiled for anything less?

Dr. Carl Jung was one of the few voices in the modern world who even addressed such a thing. Freud said the human personality is nothing but the ego and that the unconscious is essentially a scrap heap of leftover conflicts with your parents and the society around you. Dr. Jung said something very different—that the earthly world and the Golden World are two faces of one reality. He believed that the ego is the master of its own little separate domain but that there is a larger, more encompassing Self. It is a lifetime’s work to reconcile the earthly world and the Golden World, the ego and the Self.

Strange. The automobile accident that morning in Portland nearly ended my life, but I have never regretted it or its outcome. Ironically, one way of constellating the Golden World may be to reach the most desperate situation tolerable, as both my experience in the hospital and again in the steam and din of the canning factory were ugly and terrifying.

When I visit Portland I often make a pilgrimage to the street where my leg was sacrificed. The building is still standing, and I can still see the damaged brick near the door. And although the canning factory has long since been torn down, I also drive into the hills outside Portland to watch the sun rise and remember that morning when the stars sang to me. If it were not for yet another visitation of the heavenly realm many years later, I would have to finish my story by recounting the perpetual loneliness of a fruitless search for the ever elusive Golden World. But it would come again.
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Finding My True Family:

The Need for Godparents to Nurture Spiritual Growth




The dilemma of my life has been how to live in two worlds, balancing heaven and earth. After my accident I chose, or perhaps was chosen, to remain in this earthly world. But I could never forget the Golden World, and this led to immense suffering, despair, and loneliness, as nothing else ever compared with the heavenly realm. The accomplishment of my life has been to find some synthesis, to learn that heaven (and hell) is not some other time or place but right here, right now; but it would take decades of struggle for me to understand this.

I came into this world on May 26, 1921, an only child born to Alexius Johnson and Gladys Williamson. It is still amazing to me that I ever made it to adulthood. In thinking back on my adolescence, I am in awe that my life held together at all, given the nature of my inner experiences and the lack of understanding within my own family.

My father was a weak man and a tyrant. One of my earliest memories, probably at about the age of four or five, is of him announcing in a big display that he could take no more and was leaving us forever. The first time he did this it was terrifying. By the ninth or tenth time it had become a weary joke. In the middle of one of these performances I ran upstairs to my room to hide. He followed me up and demanded that I come out so he could say goodbye “for the last time.” He dragged me out from under my bed, only to hand me a dollar bill and insist that was his gift to me marking our final farewell. My lifelong disdain for money began at precisely that moment.

Of course, he returned within a few days, and one night at dinner I couldn’t help but blurt out, “I thought you were gone forever. Why do you keep coming back?”

He had no answer, and I was quickly dispatched by my mother to my bedroom to learn some manners.

My mother eventually could no longer tolerate my father, so when he started receiving a government pension for war injuries, he moved to a boardinghouse three miles away. Everyone was greatly relieved.

 

ALEXIUS JOHNSON WAS BORN IN SWEDEN and immigrated with his parents to America just before World War I. He was twenty-one at the time and quickly gained his citizenship in the new world by enlisting in the U.S. Army. Apparently there was a shortage of officers at the time, because despite minimal education, he was made an officer and shipped back across the Atlantic Ocean to fight. He was never physically injured, but soon after his release from the service he came down with a severe case of arthritis that eventually turned him into an invalid. His personality was devastated by something I never understood. I don’t think it was the war, because he would spin stories about it and pull out his uniform to show me; being in the army may have been the only time he felt really alive. I don’t know if he was a hypochondriac before the war, but after he returned to America his arthritis gave him an ideal excuse to hide from life. His fear must have grown out of something from his own childhood. It was a physical fact, however, that the bones of his spine were gradually dissolving and fusing into one another, an extremely painful condition.

Curiously, my father obliterated all ties to his heritage in the old world. As a boy, I never heard a word about his childhood or life back in Sweden. Although he spoke Swedish up to the age of twenty-one, he managed to remove any trace of an accent from his voice. It wasn’t until I was sixteen that I heard him speak in his native tongue. We were dining together in a restaurant where we came across a waitress from Sweden who somehow charmed him, and suddenly he began speaking fluent Swedish, which startled me out of my wits, as I had no idea he could speak a foreign language.

The manner in which he cut off all his roots led me to believe that there might have been some painful tragedy in his past. Years later, after his death, I found among his scanty possessions a portrait of his parents. My paternal grandfather appeared to be an unyielding, stern, granitelike figure, with some of my own facial characteristics. I inherited both the Johnson profile and my father’s arthritis.

Soon after he was released from the U.S. Army in 1920, my father met my mother, and following a whirlwind courtship they married. Apparently they had a rough time of it from the very beginning, and a little more than a year into the marriage I was born. My father had insisted on an abortion when I was conceived, but my mother would not hear of it. She had difficulty delivering me, but still she managed to pull herself out of bed the next day to apply for a job. As my maternal grandmother told the story, my mother lied to the job interviewer, saying that she could type, secured the job, and began working two days after I was born.

My parents continued to try to make a go of it for some years after my birth, even moving to San Francisco for a year hoping that would improve things, but eventually they divorced.

My father went on to live a miserable, failed life. He sustained himself from a government pension and lived a solitary existence in a dreary upstairs room of a boardinghouse for the remaining twenty years of his life. By his own admission, his life consisted of “killing time,” and he insisted on seeing me on Saturdays. After walking the three miles from my mother’s household to his boardinghouse, I would ascend the creaky old wooden stairs and invariably find my father in bed staring at the ceiling. The room was dingy, disorderly, gray. He would use my visit as a motivation to get up out of bed, meticulously lacing up his back brace and pulling on some wrinkled clothes. Once he was dressed, we chatted for a few minutes, and then I would leave. It is ironic that my auto accident occurred just halfway between the two houses of my parents as I was returning from a visit with my father. He was hardly an inspiring figure for a young boy, but if I missed more than one visit in a row he would send me a sad, pathetic letter. All of them said essentially the same thing:


Dear Robert,

      I haven’t heard from you in a long time. I’m so-so.

Please come visit or write soon.

          Your Father



There was nothing to write to him, so eventually I began taking sections out of letters to other people and sending them to him. I couldn’t think of a thing to say to my father, he was so miserable. During his final years his time was filled with listening to news broadcasts on the radio, going for short walks around the neighborhood, and puttering around making changes on his back brace.

Later, as an adult, I became aware that I carried two lives on my shoulders, mine and my father’s, because he lived out so little of his own potential. To be fair, I must also say that, despite his selfishness, every now and again he would do something exceedingly kind. Before his illness became too debilitating, there were times when he took me down to the harbor in Portland where I could look at the ships, which I loved. He financed my first music lessons and, later, gave me my first car. Although he gave me money and a few material things, he never gave me what I most wanted and needed: a father.

I was in Europe years later in 1949 when word came that my father had died; he was buried by the time I received the telegram. I remember sitting in the street outside the telegraph office trying to comprehend that my father was truly dead. He had been dead to me for such a long time.


 

AN ONLY CHILD, I was raised by my mother and grandmother. They made sure that I was provided with solid Christian values, a work ethic, and a sound education. What I most wanted, however—feeling and relatedness—they, too, could not provide.

My mother, whose maiden name was Gladys Williamson, was born on a farm in Ontario, Canada, the child of Clara Bell and Robert Williamson. Both the Bell and Williamson families were originally from Scotland, but they had farmed in Canada for several generations. My grandfather, whom I was named after, was a wheelwright who followed his work from Ontario to British Columbia and then on to Spokane, Washington. That is where my parents met and were married. Later, most of the Williamson clan moved to Portland, and that is where I was born.

As thin and sickly as my father was, my mother was just the opposite: strong, sturdy, broad in the shoulders; she had unlimited energy, and she loved to work. She often lamented that there were only eighteen work hours in the day, because the more you worked the faster you would get ahead in life. After teaching herself to type for her first job in Portland, my mother went on to learn accounting, and eventually she climbed the ranks to become the head bookkeeper for a newspaper, the Oregonian. She was the breadwinner in our family and the disciplinarian, so in a sense she served as my father.

In many ways my mother was ahead of her time, an extroverted, sensation type, a driven woman with a head for business. She was oriented to the material world and did her best to provide me with material possessions, so I never lacked for food or nice clothes. My mother was always kind to me in terms of what she understood and valued—the physical things of the world—but she had very little feeling sense. As I grew and became more interested in my heritage, I would ask my mother about her life before my birth, and she would reply that the subject was too painful to discuss. My father certainly would have been a trial for anyone, but my mother’s solution was to put over her feelings a twenty-foot-thick slab of concrete that no one could penetrate.


One day I asked my mother why I had no brothers or sisters, and she said that she took one look at me and couldn’t bear another. The humor of this joke was lost on me, and it wasn’t long before I realized that neither of my parents wanted to hear a word about my feelings. And so the only relationship I developed with them was one of courtesy and duty. You can live on a thin diet of courtesy, but it doesn’t provide the nourishment that a child requires. My mother’s hope was to turn me into a replica of herself, but I refused, so over the years an awkward silence would emerge as soon as we had finished talking about the events of the day. As a result, I was mothered by my maternal grandmother.

After my parents divorced, we went to live in the house of my widowed grandmother, and for me she was the most important figure in our family. An uneducated farm woman, Granny did the cooking and took care of the house while my mother was out working. She was the real feminine presence in our household. She was a strict Baptist, the hellfire-and-damnation variety, so she was quick to punish me if I stepped out of line. I recall a frequent refrain, “You will be sorry. We are near the last days, so you had better shape up now!” Granny didn’t like any of the new translations of the Bible, and once said that she “wanted it just the way King James wrote it.”

But Granny also was kind, loving, and very protective of me. Within my biological family it was she who was the closest to me temperamentally. Granny taught me to garden and introduced me to music, and she was wonderful at inventing stories. I could always get a story out of her in the evening, but only after my homework and household chores were completed.

Granny had strong opinions about most things, including the proper regimen for maintaining a strong mind and a strong body. Every spring she would roll up a sheet of typing paper and insert a heaping tablespoon of sulfur into the end of it. She then put one end in my mouth and blew in the other end to administer my spring tonic. I would choke and cough from the cloud of sulfur in my nose and throat, which smelled like rotten eggs and tasted like poison. In ancient alchemy sulfur was associated with the devil, and apparently this tonic was designed to blow the devil away with a taste of his own medicine. I tolerated this unwelcome experience for years, but by the time I reached the age of twelve, I was growing pretty tired of it. That year when she prepared to administer her bitter health aid, I surprised her by blowing into the paper first. That was the end of my spring tonic.

The house I grew up in was an old, aristocratic, three-story Victorian structure on a quiet street in Portland. It was a scramble to survive the Depression years, and my mother often juggled two jobs at once. In addition to her work as a bookkeeper, she began redecorating houses. She would collect pictures of show-homes from popular magazines and put them together into incredible hodgepodges that seemed to appeal to people.

When I was eight years of age, my mother decided to remarry. She selected another Swede, a big man named Clifford Lindskoug. Clifford was a foreman in the Del Monte cannery, a hardworking man with solid values. In some ways he was the opposite of my father, but he was not a very clever or inventive person, and I often wondered if my mother chose him because he was so easily dominated. She certainly never gave him any respect. Although he always worked full-time at the cannery, it was she who managed the household finances and doled out allowances both to Clifford and me. I think that after their experience with my father, both my mother and grandmother wanted a man they could rule, and my stepfather filled the bill. He lived like a servant in our house. He was a good man, but docile and very concrete in his thinking.

There was never a quarrel or a raised voice in our household. We were all polite and civil to one another. My stepfather wanted to get to know me and more than once tried to forge a bond by taking me fishing or to a ball game, but I would have very little to do with him. Over time my stepfather and I settled into a truce, and from the time of their marriage until my mother’s death twenty-eight years later, we tolerated each other but seldom spoke.

One day many years later when I lived in California, I had an intuition that my mother would die soon. To prepare for her death, I took the matter into my fantasy life and rehearsed what it would be like to have the phone call telling me she had passed away. I spent many days at this and experienced in advance and in a subtle way what it would be like. I imagined the airplane trip to Portland, the funeral, the worry that they might play some foolish music that would destroy my interior quiet, and on and on. But what would I do with my stepfather? How would we meet when my mother was no longer intermediary between us? Would he usher me out of the house after the funeral and tell me never to bother him again? I did not know and could not even imagine!

When the fantasy became fact some weeks later, I still did not know what reception I would have from my stepfather when I stepped off the airplane in Portland. He was there waiting at the gate, and he took me in his arms, burst into tears, and sought comfort from me. I learned only then that my mother had stood between us and had prevented relatedness between us. She could not stand any feeling quality in the house that she dominated. She was not yet in her grave when I discovered my stepfather for the first time and made friends with him. We had lived in the same house for all those years without any feeling connection between us. We visited occasionally after that, and I was a guest in his home when he later remarried. We corresponded often. I don’t remember one letter between us before my mother’s death.

So in this odd household in which my mother played the father, my grandmother the mother, and my stepfather the servant, we lived a tolerable existence, but one that never felt like home to me.

The whole meaning of my life at this time was my Golden World experience, that incredible dawn in the hills outside Portland. But I had no way of explaining this or even understanding it myself. Hundreds of times I went hiking in solitude, hoping for a glimpse of heaven again. But I didn’t see a scrap of it, which made me more and more lonely and miserable. It was as if for a few brief moments I had viewed the world in color and then had to go back to a black-and-white existence. Maybe once a year or so I would go around a corner and see a bed of flowers or a slant of sunshine, and for just the smallest instant I would recall the Golden World experience, but it was not enough to nurture me. One can die of alienation and meaninglessness, and I very nearly did.

Following the accident, I was out of school for a year, hobbling around the house on crutches. The public school system sent a special tutor to our home to help me complete the second half of seventh grade. She came by streetcar for an hour twice a week, and she was so good at teaching me how to learn that I not only caught up, I soon surpassed my classmates. Prior to the accident I had skidded by in school without much real interest, but after the accident I never received anything less than top grades.

My parents were good to me, but they didn’t have the foggiest idea of what I was talking about or what I needed. My mother was such a dominant person that we either had to do things her way or back off and not talk at all. I tried doing what was expected of me, getting good grades in school, but I also rebelled against what didn’t belong to me. It was difficult because I couldn’t say what did belong to me; it was just a vacancy and an emptiness. If an angel or magic fairy had come along and asked for three wishes, I wouldn’t even have known what to ask for to fill that loneliness; I only felt a lack.

 

PORTLAND WAS A ROUGH AND TUMBLE TOWN of sailors and lumberjacks when I was a youngster, with little talk of spiritual experiences and even less tolerance for sensitive young men lost in their inner world. I took refuge in my pets, which included an aquarium of fish and several homing pigeons, but, most important, I became exceedingly interested in music.

Although my visionary experience had set off all my senses simultaneously (an experience that I later learned has a scientific name—synesthesia), it was the music of the morning stars that seemed to leave an indelible memory in my being. Music was ethereal enough to partake of the nature of heaven yet earthy enough to be demonstrable on the face of this world. Music is curiously free and of the spirit, and it became my link to the Golden World during these teenage years. My grandmother taught me the rudiments of playing the piano, but it was the pipe organ that seemed to echo the immense energy and power of heaven.

My family attended the First Presbyterian Church of Portland, and each Sunday I became enthralled by the beauty of the choir’s singing and the grandeur of the church organ. I joined the young people’s choir and began practicing with them each week. Eventually I got up the nerve to approach the church organist to inquire about the possibility of organ lessons. I explained to him the difficulty with my artificial leg, but still I wondered if it would ever be possible for me to learn to play the organ.

“No, young man, I regret that with your disability you would be better off pursuing something else,” he said flatly.

I moped around for weeks, though I continued to participate in the church choir. Then one week the church organist was out sick and an assistant took his place. Her name was Ethel Rand. We had never met before, and I approached this stranger with my usual awkward shyness, finally sputtering out that I was interested in learning to play the organ and did she think it was possible?

“Well, I don’t know why not; at least we could try,” she replied.

I began taking lessons with her the following week.

Miss Rand was a spinster who taught piano and organ lessons as well as served as the assistant musical director at the church. She was in her early sixties when we met and still lived with her aging mother. Of English ancestry, she maintained a charming accent that added to her intrigue. She was theatrical and showy. She wore bright colors and dramatic clothing, and when Ethel spoke, she made sweeping, dramatic gestures with her hands; she would come into a room and take control of it. This was just what I needed at that time, and though I did not know any terminology for her type, she was a perfect hetaira woman. This little-known Greek word is the only term I know for that rare woman who can be companion to a man; never a sexual partner, not a wife, but one who provides a grace and charm that men value highly. In the literature of ancient Greece one hears descriptions of a famous hetaira woman in Athens who had the respect and delight of the highest society of that noble city. We have no word for this quality now—indeed, we hardly recognize that capacity in a woman—so I have had to look to the ancient world to describe Ethel Rand.

In the beginning Miss Rand secured permission for me to practice by coming to church early on weekday mornings before school. It was a cold winter and the church was not heated during the week, so I had to wear gloves with the fingers cut off in order to keep from freezing my hands. I appeared each morning at 6 A.M. to practice, my teeth chattering but my soul warmed by the rich sounds of the pipe organ. One day Miss Rand gave me a composition by Bach, and I loved it so much that the next week I came back with it entirely memorized. Bach quickly became gospel to me, with his wonderful weaving of abstraction and feeling. I acquired 78 rpm phonograph records of Albert Schweitzer playing Bach’s masterpieces and did my best to imitate his performances.

From my current perspective, I can see that Miss Rand may have needed me as much as I needed her. She seemed to want a young man to adopt, and each week after my lesson, we would launch into discussions about music, art, and philosophy. She loaned me my first books on India, mysticism, and religion.

Miss Rand quickly became the mother I always wished that I had been born to, the one person who seemed to understand my Golden World experience and who validated my inner world. What I related to her about my visions somewhat frightened her, but she was willing to listen and even seemed to understand something of what I described. It was she who first introduced me to a book by Richard Morris Bucke called Cosmic Consciousness. While reading it I realized for the first time that other people, too, had contact with the Golden World. It gave me the first bit of a handhold on what had happened to me.

Lessons were at Miss Rand’s home in the late afternoon, and I often stayed for dinner. We would go on talking until 9 P.M., when her dog would courteously insist that it was time for me to go home. In my own home I was accustomed to retiring to my room immediately after dinner, as there was never anything of interest to say to
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