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			Chapter 6

			How the Spiritual and Material Interact

			Let’s lift the veil that separates the material world from the spiritual world to understand the journey one soul embarks on when it takes birth. In a spiritual understanding of the universe, there is only the One. The One experiences itself by creating material forms. Each soul is part of the One, pretending to be separate. Souls take physical form to learn the lesson that we are already at Home in Oneness. 

			We are conscious awareness, we are here in the present moment, and we experience love. We originate from conscious loving awareness, we are born into bodies capable of conscious loving awareness, we awaken into conscious loving awareness through lifetimes of suffering, and we die into conscious loving awareness.

			As a soul, I knowingly stepped into the suffering of this lifetime’s karmic lessons, like stepping into shackles as a paradoxical pathway to freedom.

			

			A Ripe Follicle in a Ripe Compost of Karma

			My parents were both raised in the Midwest on corn, ham, green beans, and shame. My mother grew up in the stereotypical American heartland; her small, idyllic town in Michigan was named “Heartland.” Her genome hails from Germany, and when I visited their castles and saw the painted portraits of young princesses, I saw my mother’s oval face there—brown hair, beautiful, deep-set eyes, a significant yet cute nose, and full pink lips. Her parents met while teaching high school. My grandmother was in despair and on the verge of quitting her overwhelming job teaching English to a classroom of sixty kids when she met him, the strong, handsome football coach.

			My mother, the youngest of three, was celebrated as the first female child born to my grandfather’s family in fifty years. I look at my mother’s childhood—riding her horse with her best friend, practicing her flute, and reading Jane Austen—and wonder just how she learned she had to be the best at everything, or she was worthless. She had a gift of imagination, like most clairvoyants do. She dreamed of creating worlds as a writer of fiction, like her idol, Henry James. But my grandmother, hoping to prevent her daughter from repeating her mistakes, gave my mother two options: “You can either be a doctor or a lawyer. And you can never be a teacher (too hard), a nurse (bedpans), or a mortician (dead bodies).” My mother, looking for herself in the approving eyes of others, gave her valedictorian graduation speech and set off to college to become a doctor.

			My father was likewise the youngest of three. His mother described herself as a “Shakespearean,” and his alcoholic, chemist father was always at risk of blowing things up. Born gay, my father was raised at a time when homosexuals were jailed and beaten by police, condemned as riddled with sin, and sent to psychiatry to be cured. The good son, he sublimated these desires into academic excellence. He approached life like a master chess player, his rook sweeping pawns off the board while hiding his king’s shameful secret. 

			

			There is only one reason that my improbable parents ever procreated: They were both trying to claw their way out of the same “not good enough” tarpit at the same time. My parents met in college and later reconnected in medical school, where they were both churning out accomplishments in the academic achievement-reward system. They celebrated their intellect and rising bourgeoisie with cigarettes, classical music, and games of bridge. On the surface, they were a golden couple, two young doctors, bringing to fruition a hundred years of colonizer ambitions and dreams. My father, deeply insecure about his clinical skills as a doctor, pursued a career in pharmacological research. There, he dominated in the realm of clinical trials on human subjects and covered his closeted orientation with the Band-Aids of workaholism and drinking. My mother, so focused on breaking glass ceilings for women in medicine, never saw her own imprisonment in academia, nor the shards of glass that would tear at her family.

			In this ripe compost of karma, my brother was born while my father was serving in the army in Korea. My mother paused her career trajectory to enjoy her son’s beauty, along with the hordes of local Korean women who swarmed around his blond curls. My father loved being a dad. My father so wanted me, he snuck bottles of milk to my brother so my mom would ovulate again.

			

			I imagine myself as a soul looking down on this family system and thinking, This is it! This family, a ripe follicle full of family pride and love, yet seething with addiction and shame and self-abandonment and fear, is the exact right family for my personal liberation. I think about that egg and that sperm coming together, and all the other possible combinations that did not make it. I got my father’s blond hair, my mother’s oval face with deep-set eyes, and my grandmother’s small body and gracile limbs. The genes for creativity, sensitivity, and communication came my way; the genes for playing chess and remembering facts got flushed down the wastepipe. 

			I imagine why my soul chose to be born at this time. Human cultures are at maximum technological development, our factories so hot from churning out material goods that we will see the afterglow for centuries. With our faith in the material at its apex, we are witnessing an emerging spiritual crisis. Straddling the analog and digital divide, we can meet our desires for connection and validation with elixirs, possessions, and thousands of “friends.” After hundreds of lifetimes, my soul is not fully free yet; I have more to learn before I am unified with the One. I am getting close, though, and I have something unique to offer on our collective journey of awakening. I ready myself to slip into unconsciousness again, forgetting the truth of who I am. I pull on my individual spacesuit and lower the shield over my eyes.

			My birth was a planned cesarean section delivery set for two weeks before Christmas so as not to inconvenience anyone’s holiday. My father was allowed in the operating room because he was a doctor.

			 “She looks like she needs to go back in the oven,” he said.

			My mother’s first words were, “She is so ugly.”

			

			Coming to my defense, the doctor said, “Aw, come on, give her a chance.”

			Day one in a female body, and I am judged for my appearance. In photos, my eyebrows are furrowed up to a peak, my large eyes closed to a squint. I look worried. 

			It is an intense experience to have a body again. I received a sensitive body for this lifetime, a body with a Ferrari of a nervous system capable of communicating with energy on a higher plane of consciousness. I was sensitive to sounds, to touch, and to what my mother ate and fed me. Sleep was difficult, and my stomach was often irritated; I was diagnosed with colic. I was not the “easy baby” my brother was, and my mother wrestled with me and with herself, questioning her abilities as a mother. My detailed baby book compiled by my mother, the pediatrician, contains her complaints about my fussing and irregular eating and sleeping. As a child, I drew on more resources than she had to give. My changing nature, vulnerability, and need for her roused frustration and despair. A “difficult” baby, I had to earn love with my behavior. 

			My parents were inspired to have it all—high-powered careers and a family. When I was two years old, my mother returned to complete her medical residency. At the time, only 10 percent of doctors were women, so there was no space for flexible schedules. My mother devised a way to share a residency with another mother, resulting in a schedule where she worked one month on and one month off. Any student of psychology knows the infant’s early years are centered around attachment and bonding. When my mother returned after a month’s absence and picked me up for a hug, I pushed her away, confused by her appearance and disappearance. Then I would rebuild my attachment to her in that month—and poof, she would disappear again. My small heart broke again and again, leaving me with deep questions about my worth.

			

			From my soul’s perspective, I chose this path to heal rejection and abandonment by seeking others’ approval and love. This same motor that has driven me to addiction and abusive relationships propels me forward on my spiritual path. In this way, my greatest suffering has become my biggest gift for spiritual awakening. 

			Having internalized this story of my brother being the easy baby and me being the difficult child, I set about earning my parents’ affection. I compared myself to my older brother in every way—learning to write our names, riding bikes, playing games, reading. This competitive spirit haunted me like a hungry ghost. My report cards came in: not good enough. My parents laughed at his jokes: not good enough. My grandparents tested us on spelling: not good enough. By the time I was five years old, I knew the truth of who I was: not good enough.

			Material, Causal, and Astral

			To understand the soul’s experience, we must first understand the structure of the material realm, astral plane, and causal plane, and how these all relate to the One. The words “plane,” “realm,” and “world” are used interchangeably here. We are limited by human language to describe, in spatial terms, something that takes up no space.

			The material plane is where we are now, reading this book, aware of our body’s movements, our location in a physical place, and our perception of the world around us. We are spirits in bodies in the material realm. If you want to experience the material realm, just pinch yourself! Or better yet, ask someone for a hug.

			

			The spirit realm exists in a separate reality, infusing the physical realm. In and through everything you see, hear, touch, taste, and smell is the spirit realm. Imagine it as a holographic image superimposed on the material realm. Science is on its way to explaining this; string theory and the concept of multiple universes are trailheads to follow. 

			The spirit realm consists of the causal plane, the astral plane, and Home, Oneness.

			In Oneness, there is no separation. As souls, our starting and ending point is at Home in the One. Here, there are no desires other than what the One desires. There is no time, nor any unmet needs. There is only the ever-present, rapturous bliss of loving union. In Oneness, we experience total fulfillment, satisfaction, and peace.

			The causal plane in the spirit realm represents the highest form of consciousness before Oneness. Like 11:59 on the clock, the awarenesses on the causal realm are as close to Oneness as possible while still expressed as unique, differentiated forms. The causal plane exists in thought only; it consists of pure conscious awareness. Here, it is easy to create. From a simple thought or desire, form can emerge.

			As souls advance in awakening, they take on more responsibilities in the spirit realm. There are different words for these souls, such as angels, spirit guides, master teachers, enlightened beings, and so on. They have stepped out of the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth because they know where it is all going. There is no need to learn it again. You can only play Candyland so many times. Spirit guides help us navigate our karmic course, helping us see the boulders up ahead and step to the side, or caring for us when we get smashed on the rocks. These guides and angels are dedicated to the awakening of all.

			

			The next subdivision in the spirit realm, the astral plane, represents forms of consciousness that are more differentiated and denser than those on the causal plane, still finding their way Home to the One. We go there as spirits when not bound by a body. We hang out in the astral plane before birth and return after death. We can take a day trip to the astral plane when daydreaming and at night when asleep. Children connect easily to the astral plane and express this through imaginative play. The astral plane is a playground for us as spirits released from the limitations of our bodies. 

			If you were to visit the astral plane right now, you would see colors that are more vibrant than here on Earth. Nothing impedes expression on the astral plane. You may be able to intuit or feel communication from other spirits, rather than hear it or see people move their mouths, because it does not require physical effort to communicate. On the astral plane, we are free from the laws of the material universe, such as space and time. Just with intention, our spirits can travel freely, flying, running on air, or simply teleporting where we want to go. We can be transported from one spot to another as quickly as we can think of it. Our consciousness can connect via a web of love to others, and death is never a form of separation. 

			The densities of consciousness of the spirits on the astral plane can vary and have been described as low, medium, or high.1 Spirits of more expanded consciousness, more awakened, are of lighter density on the astral plane, while spirits of denser consciousness still have healing and awakening work to do. As we will explore later, just because a spirit is on the astral plane does not mean you want to ask them for directions.

			

			God in Drag

			Ancient yogic philosophy helps us to understand how Spirit manifests in the material world. Yoga is not a form of exercise, nor a set of poses, but rather a path to enlightenment. The Sanskrit root word for yoga is yuj, which means “to join,” “to yoke,” or “to unite.”2 Yoga teaches us how to achieve inner peace by uniting the layers of self. Of its eight branches, one includes physical postures (asanas). By bending, twisting, and stretching the physical body, we release and move the energy in the layers beneath.

			According to the Vedas, the oldest Hindu texts dating to 2,000 BCE, there are only two states of being, Purusha (formless) and prakriti (form). Purusha is the Sanskrit term for whatever your image of god is. It is the highest form of consciousness, which is always in a state of flow, always present in everything. Some religions refer to this godhead as the Atman, Yahweh, Allah, Father Sky, Big Mind, Christ Consciousness, and even emptiness. Purusha, pure consciousness, expresses itself in form, which is referred to as prakriti. As the creative energy of the One, it is the force that pushes the formless to express itself as form. Tyson Yunkaporta describes this as the foundation of Indigenous wisdom, explaining, “Nothing is created or destroyed; it just moves and changes, and this is the First Law.”3

			Why would Oneness do any of this? In the face of violence, starvation, pain, and loss, we look up at the stars and ask, “Why?” These kinds of questions are the backbone of spiritual inquiry. I offer here the results of my explorations. One friend shared after a near-death experience the understanding that to the One who has all power, “limitations are sexy.” From the perspective of a digestor of karmic lessons, limitations are sexy. I can delight in my struggles.

			

			The material world is made up of prakriti. Many Indigenous knowledge cultures revere the creative aspect of god as female, for instance, Mother Earth, Corn Mother, and First Woman. To understand how Purusha manifests itself as prakriti, we consider the origin of the universe. Imagine a fraction of the first second of the Big Bang. The entire universe, as small as a peach and incredibly hot, expands outward in a phase called inflation. A few minutes later, cooling begins, and the first elements, hydrogen and helium, begin to form. But before that cooling process, the universe was just made of quarks, the foundational building blocks of atomic nuclei, and gluons, a subatomic force that binds quarks together. We can understand prakriti as quarks and gluons, the building blocks of the material world. 

			Prakriti, form, also includes mental images and the mind. Consider that the human mind is capable of various levels of consciousness, let’s call them low, medium, and high. In states of lower consciousness, thoughts have form. For example, I’m thinking that my dog needs to be let out, or how to write this paragraph, or (more often) what my next meal will be. In meditation, we achieve a medium level of consciousness, where we may feel connected with all things and intuit information from the spirit realm. In states of higher consciousness, we are Oneness, reunited with that everywhere-present state of beingness. We are in the flow, Love itself. At the highest level of consciousness, our thoughts can be formless, rejoining the flow of Purusha. 

			Likewise, souls on the astral plane and spirit guides on the causal realm have form and so are made of prakriti. Behind it all, and through it all, is the One, the Thing Itself. In the cycle of birth-death-rebirth, form is expressed over and over until it returns Home to formlessness. 

			

			Three additional yogic concepts help us understand the relationship between the spiritual and the material: maya, dharma, and karma. 

			Maya is the cosmic illusion of physical manifestation. All form does not really exist; what really exists is the One behind it all. This illusion is described as a veil that shrouds our awareness, causing us to forget the truth of who we are and instead believe in the separateness of our individual forms. 

			Dharma refers to the truth of who we are when we live according to our highest purpose. Every form has its own dharma; we each have our own essential way of being, our purpose. In Hindu scripture, the Bhagavad Gita describes our human dharma as selfless service, living with universal love and devotion for all.

			The last concept, karma, can only be understood in the context of the One. Karma is defined as deeds, actions, or something that is done. If the universe is only one unified experience, then an action in one corner of the universe will cause an effect in another. As Newton theorized, for every action there must be an equal and opposite reaction, which is especially true given we are all One. Karma is our teacher. As we make choices and act in the world, we experience the consequences of our actions. Over time, over many lifetimes, we learn from our karma, and we move toward living according to our truth, our dharma. 

			To summarize: Purusha (the One) expresses itself as prakriti (the many) using maya (the veil of illusion) in order to learn through karma (consequences of actions) how to live according to Its dharma (truth). Said another way:

			

			•Your soul is god dressed up in drag, pretending to be a separate thing.4 

			•Your soul enrolls in school, completing a grade with each life as it learns from karmic lessons, and 

			•Your soul is on a path to enlightenment, with all roads leading Home to the One.

			Multiple Locations at the Same Time

			It is hard to believe in our spiritual natures. Invisible, undetected energy. Souls that learn through lifetimes. Chakras that move energy through the body. Spirits that communicate with us. A higher power, Oneness, somehow behind and through everything. These remain beliefs, held in suspension, dangling out of reach.

			This is the line. 

			Many of us cannot step over the requirement of faith. 

			It took me my whole life.

			Scientists who have investigated the material universe have discovered a “both/and” solution to our burning questions.5 Let’s review some of the current findings from physics, which show that the door to a spiritual understanding of the universe remains open.

			Our material reality is interconnected. Scientists have directly observed how two subatomic particles separated by space remain connected and share information, such that if one spins or rotates, so does the other.6 This interconnected nature is labeled quantum entanglement. Cardeña states, “Entanglement means that the quantum states of such particles are not independent but part of a system.”7 Albert Einstein described this behavior of particles as “spooky action at a distance.”8 Yes, it is spooky, all right, and that is just the beginning.

			

			These subatomic particles, the building blocks of our universe, are both waves that have movement and particles with fixed locations. This property is called wave-particle duality.9 Physicists break down the material world into smaller and smaller units by hurling subatomic particles at each other in colliders, waiting to see a tiny burst on a screen. But the particles don’t play the game fairly. They cheat. For example, when scientists try to find out a particle’s location, the little trickster shows up as a fixed speck. Like a Where’s Waldo picture with his red and white striped shirt and matching hat, waving at us, “Here I am!” But when the scientists switch their intention and want to measure the movement of the particle, the little trickster now shows up as a wave, not a speck. A wave exists in multiple locations at the same time. Imagine Waldo stretched like Gumby breakdancing as a wave. The building blocks of the universe are particles that are also waves, which means that everything is a particle and a wave: you, me, bacteria, and the stars.10 String theory provides one possible unified explanation for these findings, that Waldo is an energetic string with a specific vibration. Waldo is energy. Matter is energy. You, me, bacteria, and the stars: energy.

			Our inability to measure location and movement at the same time is called the uncertainty principle. Not knowing is baked into the system. Not only is matter uncertain, but it also seems to engage with our consciousness. There is an interactive quality to this expression of the material, which changes when we place our attention on it. When we search for the particle’s location, it is Waldo, but when we study its movement, it is Gumby.11 In 1979, physicist Bernard d’Espagnat challenged our fundamental understanding of nature, stating, “The doctrine that the world is made up of objects whose existence is independent of human consciousness turns out to be in conflict with quantum mechanics and with facts established by experiment.”12 As Miller summarized, “Our attention collapses the wave of possibility into a single point . . . our attention changes reality.”13 The material interacts with consciousness.14 To summarize, matter is interconnected, has a dual nature, and is possibly energy vibrating. 

			

			Now let’s expand our perspective outward from the micro and quantum mechanics to the macro and a grand scale of the universe. Where there are large, unseen gravitational and expansional forces at work.15 Physicists are discovering that all the physical, visible matter in the universe—stars, planets, galaxies—is a tiny slice of the pie. Western science is just beginning to understand the nature of our physical reality. 

			There is so much we don’t know.

			We often let our confirmation bias limit us by affirming what we currently perceive and believe.16 Yet this material reality is “spooky” and “uncertain” and “entangled,” not always willing to play by its own rules. Entangled particles that interact with our consciousness, energetic strings, and dark forces and energy all point to an unseen, interconnected web. 

			Indigenous knowledge systems have long known about the interconnectedness and entanglement of consciousness and matter. Tyson Yunkaporta notes how Indigenous wisdom has long respected unseen powers:

			We yarn [talk] about the sentience of stones and the ancient Greek mistake of identifying “dead matter” as opposed to living matter, limiting for centuries to come the potential consciousness and self-organizing systems such as galaxies . . . Theories of dead matter and empty space meant that Western science came late to discoveries of what they now call “dark matter,” finding that those areas of “dead and empty” space actually contain most of the matter in the universe.17 

			

			Why is it hard to answer our questions? Why can’t we know, with certainty, about the integration of the spiritual and material, the existence of Oneness? Why all the smoke and mirrors and obfuscation of such a foundational truth? We are hampered by our limited ability to perceive, measure, and observe. In this particular universe, we are bound by laws of physics that keep us from experiencing other planes of existence. We are bound by the limitations of language. 

			We are bound inside our minds. 

			Perhaps the ancient Aramaic language that Jesus of Nazareth spoke was closer to the truth in its ability to merge the spiritual with the material. The Lord’s Prayer, as traditionally translated from Greek to English, begins, “Our Father, who art in Heaven.” A lot of assumptions are made in this translation, including gender and location, but the main mistake is in providing a single translation. In ancient Aramaic, the original phrase, “Abwoon d’bashmaya,” can be translated in a multitude of ways, given that each word has multiple meanings. Neil Douglas-Klotz noted that the interpretation of “Father” from Abwoon ignores the fact that woon is literally the root word for “womb” and has a female/birthing meaning.18 In another example, the translation of “heaven” from d’bashmaya, with its root shm or shem, ignores its meaning of “light, sound, name, or atmosphere.”19 Similarly, the ancient Aramaic word for “spirit” is the same word for breath, air, and wind. Therefore, another possible translation of the ancient Aramaic “Abwoon d’bashmaya” becomes “The Birther, the Mother-Father, from whom the breath of life comes.”20 Douglas-Klotz states in this analysis that “the duality of spirit and body, which we often take for granted in our Western languages, falls away.”21 Our language shapes our mind’s perception of reality. 

			

			Oneness (Purusha) dresses up as strings and particles, and also thoughts. Formless (with a capital F) manifests itself as form. Therefore, how could we possibly use one of the forms—our mind and its creation, science—to understand Formless? Rupert Spira describes this predicament, writing, “The finite mind will always superimpose its limitations on everything that it knows . . . so the finite mind can never know who or what we truly are, and what we are is simply pure awareness.”22 We each find our own way Home to Oneness, but none of us uses the mind to think our way there.

			It is here that the uncertainty principle and the dual nature of matter unite with the yoga of the soul’s journey. Just like those tricky particles can be interconnected and exist in multiple places at once, so too can our consciousness. We step into our spiritual nature by breathing into our pure awareness, right here, right now. We can exist in our bodies, and our consciousness can also exist out of our bodies on the astral and causal planes. When we understand that we signed up for specific, challenging life lessons as souls, then we are empowered to step into the strong, intelligent, co-creative, sovereign beings that we are.

			Awakening to my spiritual nature began when I almost died at the age of nine and had my first experience with a spirit who was not in a body. At this young age, I sowed all the seeds necessary for my awakening. Into the compost of karma, suffering, separation, maya, and illusion was planted love, dharma, and truth.

			

			Not Good Enough

			When I was nine and still able to do anything—cartwheels, handstands, bridges, anything—I came down with strep throat. No, it was diagnosed as mono. At home, I vomited violently, and we went to the emergency room. No, it was appendicitis. At a world-renowned medical school hospital, I had a routine appendectomy just a few days into July. The bright and shiny hospital floors were staffed by young, bright and shiny doctors, just a few days into their first residency rotation. As I recovered from surgery, my mother slept by my bedside, a privilege for her status as a full professor at the medical school. She noticed an odd color developing around my incision, a blue warning that signaled emergency. My mother brought in the new doctor to examine me. He arrived, cute in his white coat with his name in curlicues on the lapel, full of sophomoric knowledge. 

			“I think my daughter has an infection. You need to page your attending surgeon right away,” she said. With just a few days of clinical experience, he dared to defy my mother. Not wanting to bother his supervisor on the Fourth of July holiday, he said, “She will be fine until the morning.” 

			My father, also a doctor employed at the same medical school, shifted the hospital’s gears directly from first to fifth. Working his Rolodex, he called the infectious disease specialist and the chief of surgery, who received the page while standing with his son and birthday party friends in a movie theater line that wrapped around the block to see the premiere of Star Wars. 

			

			“I’ll take your son to Star Wars,” my dad said to the surgeon at the pay phone, “and you come see my daughter.”

			Necrotizing fasciitis (fash-ee-i-tus), the “flesh-eating bacteria,” raged a firestorm through my abdominal wall, killing every cell it touched. This extremely rare form of streptococcus is memorable due to gruesome news stories of body parts being cut off to save lives.23 Fascia, a thin, white tissue that encases every muscle, bone, blood vessel, and organ, is now known to be innervated and sensitive, like skin, carrying messages of pain and sensation. Like a chicken breast being prepped for the frying pan, my fascia was cut off, first around the site where my exploded appendix previously was. As the infection raged on, so did the surgeons, cutting into my lower abdomen, upper abdomen, side body, and even the top of my pubis. And then I did what most people with necrotizing fasciitis at that time didn’t do: I survived.

			In 1982, the same year of my infection, a study was published with a whopping twenty-seven cases of necrotizing fasciitis, where 73 percent of patients died.24 The speed of the firestorm was so fast for these patients that a delay of more than half a day before starting surgery resulted in death. I had a mother who diagnosed me in the morning, and a father who paged the chief of surgery in the afternoon, and I was in surgery that evening. While 87 percent of patients who had more than one surgery to remove tissue died, I had seven surgeries in nine days and lived. So many surgeries that they stopped sewing my belly closed in between. Just gauze and tape kept my innards from the world. 

			Lying in my hospital bed for weeks, I looked past the hundreds of get-well cards and out the window to the cityscape of San Francisco. Unable to eat, I hallucinated about hamburgers and milkshakes. In and out of consciousness, I floated in and out of my body. When the television was off, a man in the black box talked to me, keeping me company. During the height of my illness, when I had surgery every day, he visited me daily. I don’t remember what he said, but I remember his kind, watchful presence. At home a few weeks later, I got brave enough to ask my mom how this was possible, and she explained to me that hallucinations were a side effect of morphine. I somehow knew she couldn’t understand this communication; the realm of spirit was outside her purview. So I stopped talking about him and pretended to accept her answer. At nine years old, I knew when to stop asking questions.

			

			After my return home, my invisible scars ran deeper than the ones on my surface. I was now officially different from other kids. I had seen death and wanted to taunt it further by doing everything upside down, fast, and early. As a teen, I gave myself to boys and then to men, looking to be made whole again. I sought release from myself by trapping myself inside 40-ounce bottles of alcohol and the narrow chambers of my pipe. I drove fast, racing along the edge of cliffs, racking up accidents and moving violations. But the peace and equanimity were short-lived. I always crashed back down into the bitter cold of my own mind, with its arctic messages of “not good enough . . . not enough . . . just, not.”

		

	
		

		
			Chapter 7

			Our Spiritual Nature 

			Scientific research still struggles to explain how conscious awareness happens. The mind-body relationship has been “the hard problem” of science for more than four hundred years.1 Western psychology believes that all conscious experiences arise from brain structures and functioning (i.e., materialism). Psi research exploring near-death experiences, end-of-life experiences, past-life memories, and afterlife communication suggests non-material explanations. The academic disciplines of psychology and philosophy are breaking apart at the seams, ejecting new “post-materialist” disciplines.

			Meanwhile, spiritual traditions have sidestepped this debate by declaring we have a spiritual and a physical nature: We are spirits in bodies. In this chapter, we explore a spiritual explanation for our capacity to change our energy. We consider how the energy around us affects how we run the energy in our body through the chakras. The words “aura” and “energy” both describe the same thing—our spiritual self. Who we are, our consciousness, interacts with our body, but is not the body. We can use our spiritual energy to change our physical experience. We have the power to change how we feel.

			

			As spirits in bodies, we are never actually stuck.

			My first psychic class was a big step. One foot planted in materialism, I stepped across a chasm of doubt, skepticism, and stigma to see myself as a spirit in a body.

			Psychic School

			In the fall of my first year of recovery, we spilled out from the middle school gymnasium into the night at the end of the Twelve-Step recovery meeting. Clumps of humans topped with mushrooming clouds of smoke formed under the cover of the schoolyard walkway, where we all measured ourselves against an invisible yardstick—in or out, hot or not. I had already noticed Lisa. On the surface, we were similar, short with long blond hair and youthful cheeks that were buoyant when we smiled. Yet her leather jacket, short flower-print skirt, and hearty laugh conveyed that she was ready to play. Lisa was on her way to go dancing to live music at a bar. Although she didn’t know me, she said, “You should come!” 

			Under twenty-one and lacking a valid ID and self-confidence to get me in the door, I stammered, “I have to work tomorrow.”  

			 ”You know, Catherine,” she said, turning to direct her gaze at me, “It’s important to have fun in sobriety. As the Big Book says, ‘We are not a glum lot.’”  

			As I lay in bed and wrote in my journal that night, recounting what this invisible god had put in my path to keep me sober, I noted the lightning bolt she so casually offered. I searched for any place in my life where I was having fun and saw how I had assumed that the price of being sober was the loss of joy. She was clearly having fun, always in the center of the meeting’s afterparty outside, smoking and drinking coffee, living in a funky, grand old Victorian mansion flophouse with roommates, even playing bass guitar in a band. Lisa worked her recovery program with this same level of enthusiasm, preferring the raw, gritty meetings at the local, dingy Alano Club, where she often raised her hand to share. She quoted the Big Book like the religious studies major she was, describing how the Twelve Steps and a relationship with god had “released her from the bondage of self.” I’m pretty sure others in that room visualized Lisa in bondage and wanted to keep her for themselves. I watched her the way a kid presses her nose up against a toy store window. I wanted to quote the Big Book like her, make the group laugh like her, and be free of myself, like her.  

			

			When Lisa casually told me over coffee that she was taking classes to develop her psychic abilities, I was both stunned by her brazenness, admitting something so taboo, and crazy curious.  

			What I didn’t know at the time was that I was psychic too.  

			We all are. 

			I pelted Lisa with questions about this psychic school, looking for evidence that would justify me locking the idea away again. I learned that she attended weekly classes at a center called Aesclepion (pronounced “a-sklep-ee-on”), named after the ancient Greek healing centers.  Patrons of these centers sought healing from Aesclepius, god of medicine and healing, son of Apollo. They received spiritual treatments to promote physical health, including sleep treatments that placed importance on the visions seen during dreams. As in most Indigenous cultures, communication with the spirit world was fully integrated into an individual’s health and wellness in ancient Greece with no separation between physical and spiritual healing. At the time Lisa shared this name with me, I just thought it was odd. 

			

			This psychic school in a suburban enclave of the San Francisco Bay Area taught psychic skills as if it were a normal thing to do. Although Aesclepion refrains from telling its origin story and presents its teachings with neutrality toward any religion, everything is located in a cultural, political, and social context. Like many countercultural establishments, Aesclepion began in Berkeley, California, after individuating from the Berkeley Psychic Institute (BPI). The BPI was founded in 1973 by Lewis Bostwick, who grew up seeing auras and became a lifelong spiritual seeker, studying with the Masons and Rosicrucians, and later identified as a “psychic Christian.”2 Yet, their connection to Jesus was typical Berkeley-radical in their stance that, “Psychic freedom creates no ideologies, no isms, no dissenting philosophies which divide, corrupt, and destroy communication between human souls.”3 In 1985, John Fulton founded Aesclepion, an education center that promoted skills-based learning to explore our spiritual abilities, as well as a church for spiritual healings.  

			In that moment, I didn’t know any of this. I didn’t understand whether Aesclepion was a school or a church. I asked Lisa, and she replied, “Both.” My fear clamped down upon this information. I needed to know the church’s dogma and if they would try to get me to eat their wafers. Lisa described the two separate entities. There was the education center downstairs, where people took classes to learn how to be in better body-spirit communication, by running their own energy. She described the second story of the building as dedicated to healing work like hands-on healing and trance medium healings, where advanced students learned to work with these outside energies to bring themselves and others into greater body-being communication. There was no drive to recruit students, no marketing or outreach. The information was simply offered, and people chose for themselves if they were interested.  

			

			“OK, but what about this church upstairs?” I inquired. “Do they believe in god, and whose god?”  

			“You can choose for yourself,” she said. “You have the freedom to choose which energies you want to work with on any given day. These can be spirits, master guides, or the Supreme Being.” 

			Still not satisfied, I asked her point-blank, “Do they believe in Jesus?” 

			With a knowing Mona Lisa smile, she replied, “Well, just like we do at the beginning of every Twelve-Step meeting, at Aesclepion they invite the Supreme Being in at the beginning of healings, but they don’t tell you who that power is. It is up to each student to choose for themselves.”  

			This is really what I needed to know, to address my inherited fears that people would try to take over my mind and convert me. I wasn’t sure if Lisa sidestepped my question when she described how

			
			

			The Mind-Body Problem of Consciousness

			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			

			
			
			

			This is because, unlike other physical processes, in which both causes and effects can be observed from a third-person perspective, in consciousness studies, one is confronted with a cause—the brain activity—that [ . . . ] produces an effect [ . . . ] which can be apprehended only from a first-person perspective. This ‘perspectival asymmetry’ makes consciousness [ . . . ] alien to any attempt at conceptual causal and ontological scientific reduction.28

			
			
			
			

			
			A relationship clearly exists between the physical brain and the mind/self/consciousness (what makes you you). When the brain is injured or damaged, the mind functions differently. However, this does not prove that the cells and chemicals of the brain make mind. Correlation does not equal causation. Alternatively, mind may be like a signal and the brain like an antenna. Without the antenna, the signal can still exist.34

			
			We grow up with one plane of existence we call real. We identify totally with that reality as absolute, and we discount experiences that are inconsistent with it as being dreams, hallucinations, insanity, or fantasy. What Einstein demonstrated in physics is equally true of all other aspects of the cosmos: all reality is relative. Each reality is true only within given limits. It is only one possible version of the way things are. There are always multiple versions of reality. To awaken from any single reality is to recognize its relative nature.36 

			

			
			
			
			

			
			
			We are Electrical, Energetic Beings

			
			
			

			
			
			
			

			The Spirit Runs the Body

			
			
			
			

			
			
			Crossing the Street
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