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			“I think this book comes closer to the real meaning of spirituality than anything I’ve looked at in the last twenty years.”

			—John Bradshaw, author of Homecoming

		

		
			“A brilliant anthology of wisdom stories from all the great traditions centered around a most compelling and discerning issue.”

			—M. Scott Peck, author of The Road Less Traveled

		

		
			“Filled with the fruits of compassionate wisdom, this book is a heartfelt understanding of our humanity that awakens and heals.”

			—Jack Kornfield, author of A Path with Heart and After the Ecstasy, the Laundry

		

		
			“The stories you tell may save someone’s life…. The Spirituality of Imperfection is aimed at … anyone interested in an age-old tradition of spiritual literature that asks the hard questions of the human condition.”

			—The Asheville Citizen-Times
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		A NOTE TO THE READER
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		This book retells over one hundred stories. These stories—the stories that tell spirituality’s story—came to us first by hearing. Some stories we first heard in school, or in church; some were told by a loved grandparent or a favorite aunt or uncle; and others, as we grew older, were shared by friends or acquaintances. In the process of researching those stories—exploring sources, examining different versions, looking for ways of making them more available to our readers—we came across a few “new” anecdotes, but the majority of the tales we re-tell have their first source in memories … memories of hearing that awaken yet other memories of living.

		Some readers, with different memories, will recall different renderings of some of these stories; there are many favorite tellings of any tale. But, in truth, there are no new stories. Stories become “new” to us when something in our own experience makes us ready to hear them. Story-listening requires a childlike wisdom that combines innocence and experience, and no one can be both innocent and experienced in the presence of every story. And so not every reader will “get” every story, at least not “right away.” Story, like the spirituality that it conveys, cannot be commanded or forced; it must float loosely within its vehicle, the better to lodge in each hearer’s individual spirit.

		One spiritual teacher cautions: “If you respect your listeners enough to tell the story, respect them enough to let them draw their own conclusions.” And another master began one of his books with a story that consoles anyone who must confront the impossibility of “explaining” story:

		A disciple once complained, “You tell us stories, but you never reveal their meaning to us.”

		Said the master, “How would you like it if someone offered you fruit and chewed it up before giving it to you?”

		No one can find your meaning for you.

		Not even the master. *

		
			* The notes on sources and related comments generally appear in the back of the book. The first quotation here is from William R. White, Speaking in Stories (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1982), the final story in the Introduction is adapted from Anthony de Mello, The Song of the Bird (New York: Doubleday-Image, 1982).

		

	
		An Introduction
THE STORY OF SPIRITUALITY
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			Baseball teaches us, or has taught most of us, how to deal with failure. We learn at a very young age that failure is the norm in baseball and, precisely because we have failed, we hold in high regard those who fail less often—those who hit safely in one out of three chances and become star players. I also find it fascinating that baseball, alone in sport, considers errors to be part of the game, part of its rigorous truth.

			Francis T. Vincent, Jr.,
Commissioner of Baseball1

		

		Baseball, as its Commissioner points out, teaches that errors are part of the game and perfection is an impossible goal. Because his thought fits as perfectly as possible the theme of this book, we offer this revision of Mr. Vincent’s insight:

		
			Spirituality teaches us, or has taught most of us, how to deal with failure. We learn at a very young age that failure is the norm in life … errors are part of the game, part of its rigorous truth.

		

		Discovering spirituality in the game of baseball is not so strange as it sounds. For literally thousands of years, sages and saints have explored the ordinary and everyday in the attempt to understand the extraordinary and divine. The ritual of the Japanese tea ceremony—simply carrying and serving tea—is a profound spiritual exercise. The posture of kneeling in prayer conveys acceptance and mindfulness. Standing up in a crowded room and saying, “My name is John, and I’m an alcoholic,” calls forth the spiritual realities of humility, gratitude, tolerance, and forgiveness.

		Spirituality takes many forms, and all spiritualities do not look on failure and imperfection in the same way. But through the centuries a recurring spiritual theme has emerged, one that is more sensitive to earthly concerns than to heavenly hopes. This spirituality—the spirituality of imperfection—is thousands of years old. And yet it is timeless, eternal, and ongoing, for it is concerned with what in the human being is irrevocable and immutable: the essential imperfection, the basic and inherent flaws of being human. Errors, of course, are part of the game. They are part of our truth as human beings. To deny our errors is to deny ourself, for to be human is to be imperfect, somehow error-prone. To be human is to ask unanswerable questions, but to persist in asking them, to be broken and ache for wholeness, to hurt and to try to find a way to healing through the hurt. To be human is to embody a paradox, for according to that ancient vision, we are “less than the gods, more than the beasts, yet somehow also both.”

		We are not “everything,” but neither are we “nothing.” Spirituality is discovered in that space between paradox’s extremes, for there we confront our helplessness and powerlessness, our woundedness. In seeking to understand our limitations, we seek not only an easing of our pain but an understanding of what it means to hurt and what it means to be healed. Spirituality begins with the acceptance that our fractured being, our imperfection, simply is: There is no one to “blame” for our errors—neither ourselves nor anyone nor anything else. Spirituality helps us first to see, and then to understand, and eventually to accept the imperfection that lies at the very core of our human be-ing. Spirituality accepts that “If a thing is worth doing, it is worth doing badly.”

		
			Rabbi Zusya said, “In the coming world, they will not ask me: ‘Why were you not Moses?’ They will ask me: ‘Why were you not Zusya?’”2

		

		The spirituality of imperfection speaks to those who seek meaning in the absurd, peace within the chaos, light within the darkness, joy within the suffering—without denying the reality and even the necessity of absurdity, chaos, darkness, and suffering. This is not a spirituality for the saints or the gods, but for people who suffer from what the philosopher-psychologist William James called “torn-to-pieces- hood” (his trenchant translation of the German Zerrissenheit). We have all known that experience, for to be human is to feel at times divided, fractured, pulled in a dozen directions … and to yearn for serenity, for some healing of our “torn-to-pieces-hood.”

		The Spirituality of Imperfection relates the continuing story of a spirituality that speaks to both the inevitability of pain and the possibility of healing within the pain. This story can be traced back thousands of years to Egyptian pharaohs, Hebrew prophets, and Greek thinkers. Beginning in the ancients’ anguished questions about the nature of human life, the spirituality of imperfection took on new meaning with the dawn of Christianity and the seemingly endless, often inspired questions posed by the early Christians as they discovered the implications of their new way of life.

		From the Desert Fathers and Mothers to Saint Augustine and Saint Francis, into the Renaissance and Reformation, the spirituality of imperfection was continually created and re-created, adapted and modified, told and retold. In the eighteenth century, Hasidic reawakening to ancient insight inspired a renewal of Jewish inspiration; at the same time, on the new American continent, the Puritan theologian and pastor Jonathan Edwards began delineating the “sense of the heart” that signaled the beginning of a uniquely American contribution to this onflowing stream of spiritual insight.

		Through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, this self-consciously imperfect tradition continued to challenge the very different, generally perfectionistic, expressions of spirituality that were the main response of most religions to the modern age.3 As contact with Oriental cultures increased, so, too, did an appreciation for the variety of spiritual sensitivities and expressions. Within the Western tradition itself, unconventional thinkers from Søren Kierkegaard and Abraham Lincoln to William James and Carl Jung enriched the story with their insights into the wrenching realities of modern life.

		And yet profound as these insights were, they found little expression in the daily lives of ordinary people. Most men and women in the twentieth century were cut off from this spirituality. They had no vocabulary and few concepts in which to articulate it, and the emphasis on perfection common to most religious expressions of the time suggested a different approach. Then, in 1934, the year historian Sidney Ahlstrom named annus mirabilis—“that year to be wondered at”—the tradition of a spirituality of imperfection found a thoroughly modern voice.4

		
			On a chill, rainy afternoon in November 1934, two men sat catercorner at the kitchen table of a brownstone house in Brooklyn, New York. On the white oilcloth-covered table stood a pitcher of pineapple juice, two glasses, and a bottle of gin recently retrieved from its hiding place in the overhead tank of the toilet in the adjacent bathroom.

			The visitor, neatly groomed and bright-eyed, smiled gently as his tall, craggy-faced host reached for the bottle and offered him a drink.

			“No, thanks,” Ebby said. “I’m not drinking.”

			“Not drinking! Why not?” Bill was so surprised that he stopped pouring to look with concern at his old friend. “What’s the matter?”

			“I don’t need it anymore,” Ebby replied simply. “I’ve got religion.”

			Religion? Damn! For a fleeting moment, Bill wondered about his friend’s sanity. Ebby, after all, was a drinking buddy from way back. Now, apparently, he had gone off the deep end—his alcoholic insanity had become religious insanity!

			Bill gulped a slug of gin. Well, dammit, not him. Religion was for the weak, the old, the hopeless; he’d never “get religion.”5

		

		Bill Wilson never did “get religion,” but he did get sober, and unlike Ebby, who would die destitute after thirty more years of sporadic drinking, Bill stayed sober. How? Through a spiritual program that grew precisely from his realization that religion, with its canons and commandments, wouldn’t work for him and the seemingly contradictory understanding that without help from a power greater than himself, he was lost. “We must find some spiritual basis for living,” Bill later said about himself and other alcoholics, “else we die.”

		Alcoholics Anonymous has been called the most significant phenomenon in the history of ideas in the twentieth century.6 In the half century since William Griffith Wilson, Dr. Robert Holbrook Smith, and their first followers gave the new fellowship a name, A.A. has helped millions of alcoholics to get and to stay sober. More important for our story—the story of the spirituality of imperfection—many other individuals have found in the twelve-step program pioneered by Alcoholics Anonymous healings they were unable to find in either psychology or religion.

		Why is this so? How does this happen? The answer is extraordinarily simple: A.A. taps into an ancient source of spiritual awareness, making available to modern men and women the long and rich tradition of the spirituality of imperfection. True to one hallmark of this tradition, it is the unconventionality of A.A’s spirituality—its wariness of the dogma and directives of organized religion—that has appealed to so many men and women who, like Bill Wilson, could not find the answer to their despair in conventional religion. For although it insists on the necessity of “the spiritual” for recovery, A.A. has always presented its program as “spiritual rather than religious.” The problem with organized religions, Bill Wilson once complained, “is their claim how confoundedly right all of them are.”7 The spirituality of imperfection that forms the heart and soul of Alcoholics Anonymous makes no claim to be “right.” It is a spirituality more interested in questions than in answers, more a journey toward humility than a struggle for perfection.

		The spirituality of imperfection begins with the recognition that trying to be perfect is the most tragic human mistake. In direct contradiction of the serpent’s promise in Eden’s garden, the book Alcoholics Anonymous suggests, “First of all, we had to quit playing God.” According to the way of life that flows from this insight, it is only by ceasing to play God, by coming to terms with errors and shortcomings, and by accepting the inability to control every aspect of their lives that alcoholics (or any human beings) can find the peace and serenity that alcohol (or other drugs, or sex, money, material possessions, power, or privilege) promise but never deliver.

		[image: ]

		Where and how did the earliest members of Alcoholics Anonymous discover this ancient “spirituality of imperfection” that would offer so much to the modern world? They were not, after all, great thinkers, at least not in the usual sense. They were everyday people who struggled, as we all do, with the ordinary tasks of daily living. Yet their experiences, drinking and newly sober, allowed them to assemble a patchwork quilt of spirituality, weaving threads borrowed directly and indirectly from the traditions of Greek, Jewish, and Christian thought that shaped the culture in which they lived, piecing together the thoughts and experiences of more than twenty-five centuries of spiritual thinkers.

		So it is that in the spirituality of Alcoholics Anonymous, we can recognize the contributions of such spiritual geniuses as the Hebrew prophet Jeremiah and the Greek philosopher Socrates, of Church Fathers such as Ignatius of Antioch, of the Desert Fathers and Mothers, of the monks Basil and Gregory, of the saints Augustine and Benedict and Francis of Assisi, of mystics such as Julian of Norwich, of reformers as diverse as Calvin and Luther and Caussade, of the rabbinic commentators and the Baal Shem Tov, of William James and Carl Jung, of the brothers Niebuhr and D. T. Suzuki—to name but some of the most obvious influences. A.A.’s earliest members “tried on” the ideas and insights of these brilliant, often eccentric thinkers, and whatever matched their own experience became part of the patchwork.

		“Matched their own experience” The spirituality of imperfection is based in the lived acceptance of human limitations and powerlessness. In keeping with this tradition, Alcoholics Anonymous tested ideas not on the basis of some revelation or dogma but against the reality of everyday living. If a thought or idea didn’t fit their own experience, it was rejected. More than anything else, then, A.A.’s Twelve Steps came to embody a spirituality that works, offering not just theory or technique but a way of life and a way of thinking with a language, traditions, and insights uniquely oriented to the realities of twentieth-century living.

		The Spirituality of Imperfection tells the story of the ancient traditions of spirituality coming into contact with the modern world and its unique problems. In that collision between the old and the new, a spirituality many thousands of years old was both rediscovered and recreated. Who were the ancient architects of this spirituality, which reflects Greek, Jewish, Christian, and Eastern influences? What significance do their insights have for modern times? How did it happen that a bunch of twentieth-century drunks found their experience verified by (and verifying of) ancient wisdom? What are the changes that the twelve-step program brings about in the lives of so many and so varied inhabitants of the modern world? Why do alcoholics seem to need a spiritual program in order to stay sober? Why do so many people find a need for spirituality in their lives?

		The Spirituality of Imperfection examines these questions, looking beyond A.A.’s Twelve Steps to the origins and significance of their inherent, abiding message. Following the tradition that we explore, we will attempt to tell our story of spirituality—both the ancient tale and its modern-day detailing in Alcoholics Anonymous—through myths, parables, and especially stories. For once upon a time, people told stories. In the midst of sorrow and in the presence of joy, both mourners and celebrants told stories. But especially in times of trouble, when “a miracle” was needed and the limits of human ability were reached, people turned to storytelling as a way of exploring the fundamental mysteries: Who are we? Why are we? How are we to live?

		These most basic questions are spiritual questions, and so the stories that people told concerned spirituality. They also concerned imperfection—the limits experienced by those subject to failures of knowing and to other “unables” and “cannots.” Without imperfection’s “gap between intentions and results,” there would be no story.

		
			When the founder of Hasidic Judaism, the great Rabbi Israel Shem Tov, saw misfortune threatening the Jews, it was his custom to go into a certain part of the forest to meditate. There he would light a fire, say a special prayer, and the miracle would be accomplished and the misfortune averted.

			Later, when his disciple, the celebrated Maggid of Mezritch, had occasion, for the same reason, to intercede with heaven, he would go to the same place in the forest and say: “Master of the Universe, listen! I do not know how to light the fire, but I am still able to say the prayer,” and again the miracle would be accomplished.

			Still later, Rabbi Moshe-leib of Sasov, in order to save his people once more, would go into the forest and say, “I do not know how to light the lire. I do not know the prayer, but I know the place and this must be sufficient.” It was sufficient, and the miracle was accomplished.

			Then it fell to Rabbi Israel of Rizhin to overcome misfortune. Sitting in his armchair, his head in his hands, he spoke to God: “I am unable to light the fire, and I do not know the prayer, and I cannot even find the place in the forest. All I can do is to tell the story, and this must be sufficient.”

			And it was sufficient.

			For God made man because he loves stories.8

		

		Listening to stories and telling them helped our ancestors to live humanly—to be human. But somewhere along the way our ability to tell (and to listen to) stories was lost. As life speeded up, as the possibility of both communication and annihilation became ever more instantaneous, people came to have less tolerance for that which comes only over time. The demand for perfection and the craving for ever more control over a world that paradoxically seemed ever more out of control eventually bred impatience with story. As time went by, the art of storytelling fell by the wayside, and those who went before us gradually lost part of what had been the human heritage—the ability to ask the most basic questions, the spiritual questions.

		“One of our problems today is that we are not well acquainted with the literature of the spirit,” the mythologist Joseph Campbell observed. “We’re interested in the news of the day and the problems of the hour.” Thus distracted, we no longer listen to those “who speak of the eternal values that have to do with the centering of our lives.”9

		“The news of the day and the problems of the hour.” We have inherited a world that has lost all real sense of time. Our most com-mon complaint is that we “have no time.” We modern people are problem-solvers, but the demand for answers crowds out patience—and perhaps, especially, patience with mystery, with that which we cannot control. Intolerant of ambiguity, we deny our own ambivalences, searching for answers to our most anguished questions in technique, hoping to find an ultimate healing in technology. But feelings of dislocation, isolation, and off-centeredness persist, as they always have. What do we do with this confusion, this pain? How do we understand that inevitable part of life captured in the term Angst—the anxiety and anguish that seem an essential part of being alive today?

		Spirituality hears and understands the pain in these questions, but its wisdom knows better than to attempt an “answer.” Some answers we can only find: they are never “given.” And so the tradition suggests: Listen! Listen to stories! For spirituality itself is conveyed by stories, which use words in ways that go beyond words to speak the language of the heart. Especially in a spirituality of imperfection, a spirituality of not having all the answers, stories convey the mystery and the miracle—the adventure—of being alive.

		Two stories, one from the Far East and another from the Middle East, help to mark the boundaries of where—and how—we hope to go with “our” story:

		
			The great master Mat-su, as a youth, was a fanatic about sitting in meditation for many hours at a time. One day, his patriarch’s disciple Huai-jang asked him what on earth he hoped to attain by this compulsive cross-legged sitting.

			“Buddhahood,” said Mat-su.

			Thereupon Huai-jang sat down, took a brick, and started to polish it assiduously. Mat-su looked at him, perplexed, and asked what he was doing.

			“Oh,” said Huai-jang, “I am making a mirror out of my brick.”

			“You can polish it till doomsday,” scoffed Mat-su, “you’ll never make a mirror out of a brick!”

			“Aha!” smiled Huai-jang. “Maybe you are beginning to understand that you can sit until doomsday, it won’t make you into a Buddha.”10

		

		If that story speaks to the limits of our endeavor, this story suggests the hope and, ultimately, the promise of our shared journey:

		
			Time before time, when the world was young, two brothers shared a field and a mill. Each night they divided evenly the grain they had ground together during the day. Now as it happened, one of the brothers lived alone; the other had a wife and a large family. One day, the single brother thought to himself: “It isn’t really fair that we divide the grain evenly. I have only myself to care for, but my brother has children to feed.” So each night he secretly took some of his grain to his brother’s granary to see that he was never without.

			But the married brother said to himself one day, “It isn’t really fair that we divide the grain evenly, because I have children to provide for me in my old age, but my brother has no one. What will he do when he is old?” So every night he secretly took some of his grain to his brother’s granary. As a result, both of them always found their supply of grain mysteriously replenished each morning.

			Then one night the brothers met each other halfway between their two houses, suddenly realized what had been happening, and embraced each other in love. The story is that God witnessed their meeting and proclaimed, “This is a holy place—a place of love—and here it is that my temple shall be built.” And so it was. The holy place, where God is made known, is the place where human beings discover each other in love.11

		

		The spirituality of imperfection is such a place.

	
		Part One
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		THE ROOTS OF WISDOM
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			Wisdom is knowledge plus: knowledge—and the knowledge of its own limits.

			Viktor E. Frankl1

			We must find some spiritual basis for livings else we die.

			BILL WILSON
PERSONAL CORRESPONDENCE
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		Discovering an ancient spirituality in a roomful of drunks may seem strange, even paradoxical. Who would expect, walking into a smoke-filled room in a church basement, to encounter wisdom carved out by ancient Greeks, early Christians, Zen teachers, and Jewish scholars? Who would have thought that in the fellowship and program of Alcoholics Anonymous one would hear the voices of Aeschylus, Buddha, Saint Augustine, the Baal Shem Tov, William James, and Carl Jung? But then who would ever have believed, before A.A. came into being, that the two words sober and alcoholic could be spoken together with a straight face?

		The spirituality of imperfection has always been characterized by the eccentric and unexpected, the unconventional and iconoclastic. In Part One, we will go back through time, seeking to mine the rich vein of wisdom that runs through all the centuries and culminates in modern times with the fellowship and program of Alcoholics Anonymous.

		Be forewarned, however, that this will not be a systematic, straight-line pathway, beginning some thirty-three hundred years ago and progressing steadily into the twentieth century. This particular story is more of a pilgrimage, a wandering, digressing sort of journey that loops, spins, backtracks, sidesteps, repeats, and often contradicts itself. In one paragraph we may leap from the fourth to the twentieth century and back again, quote in the same breath Jean-Paul Sartre and Saint Augustine or Saint Francis of Assisi and Bill Wilson, and offer a Sufi story followed by a Hasidic tale or a Christian parable. In the end, few answers will be found—simply many, many more questions. But that is okay. Pablo Picasso offered a modern formulation of ancient thought about the importance of focusing on questions when he complained, “Computers are useless; they can only give you answers.”2

		The spirituality of imperfection is a spirituality of “not having all the answers.” For those who have come to expect an answer to every question, a solution to every problem, and an end to every beginning, such an approach may be disconcerting at first. As we travel around in the past, rummaging through the different traditions, pulling out a thought here, relating a story there, revealing a way of seeing the world from over there, the reader may experience a sense of dislocation and disorientation. But continue on, for this seemingly disjointed wandering is the way of imperfection. By the end of this journey, the jarring notes, spatial dissonances, and cultural cacophonies will blend together into a sort of symphony, a chorus of separate, distinct, and sometimes off-key voices harmonizing into a whole … not perfect harmony, but harmony nonetheless.

	
		Chapter 1

		[image: ]

		THE FRAGRANCE OF A ROSE
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			Religion is for people who are afraid of going to hell; spirituality is for those who have been there.

			Ross V.,
Member of Alcoholics Anonymous1

		

		
			The disciples were absorbed in a discussion of Lao-tzu’s dictum:

		

		
			Those who know do not say;

			those who say do not know.

		

		
			When the Master entered, they asked him what the words meant.

			Said the Master, “Which of you knows the fragrance of a rose?”

			All of them knew.

			Then he said, “Put it into words.”

			All of them were silent.2

		

		What is spirituality? To have the answer is to have misunderstood the question. Truth, wisdom, goodness, beauty, the fragrance of a rose—all resemble spirituality in that they are intangible, ineffable realities. We may know them, but we can never grasp them with our hands or with our words. These entities have neither color nor texture; they cannot be gauged in inches or ounces or degrees; they do not make a noise to be measured in decibels; they have no distinct feel as do silk, wood, or cement; they give no odor, they have no taste, they occupy no space.

		And yet they exist; they are. Love exists, evil exists, beauty exists, spirituality exists. These are the realities that have always been recognized as defining human existence. We do not define them, they define us. When we attempt to “define” spirituality, we discover not its limits, but our own. Similarly, we cannot prove such realities—it is truer to say that they “prove” us, in the sense that it is against them that we measure our human be-ing: the act and the process by which we exist. Life is not what we “have,” or even what we do, connected as these may be: we are what and how and who we are, and be-ing is a real activity. Like “love,” spirituality is a way that we “be.”

		This way of be-ing defies definition and delineation; we cannot tie it up, in any way package it or enclose it. Elusive in the sense that it cannot be “pinned down,” spirituality slips under and soars over efforts to capture it, to fence it in with words. Centuries of thought confirm that mere words can never induce the experience of spirituality.

		
			When the disciples of the Baal Shem Tov asked him how to know whether a celebrated scholar whom they proposed to visit was a true zaddik,* he answered:

			“Ask him to advise you what to do to keep unholy thoughts from disturbing you in your prayers and studies. If he gives you advice, then you will know that he belongs to those who are of no account.”3

		

		“Words, as is well known, are the great foes of reality,” wrote Joseph Conrad. But when words fail, where can we turn? In order to understand spirituality, in order to live a spiritual life, we must first be able to imagine (“image-in”) such a life, to form a mental picture (a “re-presentation”) of what it might look and feel like. But to do that, to see and feel spirituality, we need a deeper level of language to help us fathom our experience. And so, as people have done throughout the ages, we turn to metaphors, images, and stories.

		“Metaphors govern understanding by suggesting that an unknown and ineffable entity, life, can best be understood as an activity one knows something about—pilgrimage, for example.”4 While pilgrimage is, perhaps, the most frequently used metaphor for the spiritual life, a modern spiritual writer uses another ancient example, that of health:

		
			Spirituality is a lot like health. We all have health; we may have good health or poor health, but it’s something we can’t avoid having. The same is true of spirituality: every human being is a spiritual being. The question is not whether we “have spirituality” but whether the spirituality we have is a negative one that leads to isolation and self-destruction or one that is more positive and life-giving.5

		

		Images—detailed portraits or panoramic pictures stored in the mind’s memory drawers—also have their role in moving our understanding toward the “standing-under” that is experience, a term that conveys a kind of “seeing” that both “thinks” and “feels.” If we try to call forth spirituality in our imagination, do we envision a picture of some saint—Francis of Assisi, Albert Schweitzer, or Mother Teresa of Calcutta? Or perhaps a religious ceremony comes to mind—the echoes of ancient ritual in the Catholic Mass, the free-spirited enthusiasm of a revival meeting, the quiet serenity of a Quaker gathering. But still, something is missing. For while such images may help bring the concept of spirituality into finer focus, they fall far short of capturing the harmony of seeing, thinking, feeling that is spirituality.

		But stories! Stories are the vehicle that moves metaphor and image into experience. Like metaphors and images, stories communicate what is generally invisible and ultimately inexpressible. In seeking to understand these realities through time, stories provide a perspective that touches on the divine, allowing us to see reality in full context, as part of its larger whole. Stories invite a kind of vision that gives shape and form even to the invisible, making the images move, clothing the metaphors, throwing color into the shadows. Of all the devices available to us, stories are the surest way of touching the human spirit.

		
			In the third and fourth centuries, there lived in the wastelands of Egypt a group of individuals later named “the Desert Fathers,” a rather ornery, unorthodox group of ascetics who committed themselves to a life of renunciation in an attempt to discover what it means to be human. Such curious practices as tying themselves to rocks for days on end, eating grass, or fasting for weeks at a time, were intended to extract information about the meaning—the experience—of life.

			One of these individuals, the abba Poemen, was visited one day by a dignitary, who was most anxious to discuss his troubled soul and receive the monk’s advice. But as soon as the visitor started talking, the abba averted his gaze and refused to speak to him.

			Confused and distraught, the visitor left the room and asked one of the holy man’s followers what was going on—why did the abba ignore him? The disciple spoke to abba Poemen, who explained, “He is from above and speaks of heavenly things, but I am of the earth and speak about earthly things. If he had spoken to me about the passions of his soul, then I should have answered him. But if he speaks about spiritual things, I know nothing of them.”

			Fortified with this knowledge, the dignitary tried again, beginning with the question, “What shall I do, abba, I am dominated by the passions of my soul?” And abba Poemen replied, “Now you are speaking rightly.”6

		

		In order to speak—and hear—“rightly,” false assumptions about spirituality must be shattered. As the Poemen story suggests, the first supposition that requires revision is the belief that spirituality involves perfection. Spirituality has to do with the reality of the here and now, with living humanly as one is, with the very real, very agonizing, “passions of the soul.” Spirituality involves learning how to live with imperfection.

		“If you see someone going up to heaven by his own will,” counseled John Kolobos, another of the Desert Fathers, “grab his leg and pull him down again.” The search for spirituality brings down to earth, plants the feet firmly on the ground, and allows a vision of self as it is, as we are—imperfect and ambiguous. “Earthly spirituality” may sound like a contradiction, but it is instead paradox, and paradox is the nature of spirituality, for paradox is the nature of human beings. Paradox has been defined as “an apparent contradiction”: it combines two realities that don’t seem to belong together, thus calling into question our assumptions about “seeming.” In terms that would appeal to the boundary-stretching practices of the desert monks, the English essayist Gilbert Keith Chesterton described paradox as “Truth standing on her head to attract attention.”7
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		The core paradox that underlies spirituality is the haunting sense of incompleteness, of being somehow unfinished, that comes from the reality of living on this earth as part and yet also not-part of it. For to be human is to be incomplete, yet yearn for completion; it is to be uncertain, yet long for certainty; to be imperfect, yet long for perfection; to be broken, yet crave wholeness. All these yearnings remain necessarily unsatisfied, for perfection, completion, certainty, and wholeness are impossible precisely because we are imperfectly human—or better, because we are perfectly human, which is to say humanly imperfect.

		This is the essential paradox of human life: We are always and inevitably incomplete, on the way, slipping and sliding, making mistakes. But the ancient voices insist that this is not failure; it is rather the necessary reflection of the paradox that we are. Paradox is the nature of be-ing human, of human being; paradox is the way it is meant to be, the way it should be, for it is the way we are made.

		
			Said the Lizensker Rebbe: “Only God is perfect. Man’s actions must be basically defective in part. If one believes his good deed or holy study to be thoroughly pure and perfect, this is a sure sign that they are thoroughly bad.”8

		

		The lessons of the ancients are wise and continue to hold meaning for modern men and women. The search for spirituality is, first of all, a search for reality, for honesty, for true speaking and true thinking. At least from the time of the Delphic oracle’s first admonition, Know thyself, the arch-foe of spirituality has been recognized to be “denial”—the self-deception that rejects self by attempting to repudiate the essential paradox that is our human be-ing. The philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre termed such self-deception mauvaise foi, the “bad faith” of “the attempt to flee what one cannot flee—to flee what one is.”9

		A spirituality of imperfection suggests that spirituality’s first step involves facing self squarely, seeing one’s self as one is: mixed-up, paradoxical, incomplete, and imperfect. Flawedness is the first fact about human beings. And paradoxically, in that imperfect foundation we find not despair but joy. For it is only within the reality of our imperfection that we can find the peace and serenity we crave.

		
			Rabbi Elimelech Lizensker said: “I am sure of my share in the World-to-Come. When I stand to plead before the bar of the Heavenly Tribunal, I will be asked: ‘Did you learn, as in duty bound?’ To this I will make answer: ‘No.’ Again, I will be asked: ‘Did you pray, as in duty bound?’ Again my answer will be: ‘No.’ The third question will be: ‘Did you do good, as in duty bound?’ And for the third time, I will answer: ‘No.’ Then judgment will be awarded in my favor, for I will have spoken the truth.”10

		

		To speak the truth: spiritual writers such as Thomas a Kempis and August Hermann Francke found in that phrase one definition of prayer, for from flawedness flows the need for help. A spirituality of imperfection suggests that the first prayer is a scream, a cry for help. “O God, come to my assistance: O Lord, make haste to help me,” reads Psalm 70, sung for over a millennium and a half at the beginning of each monastic hour. During the Reformation, John Calvin and others renewed this emphasis on the insight that humans could do nothing without God’s help. And at the beginning of the modern age, the nineteenth-century nun Saint Thérèse of Lisieux rediscovered the original sense of prayer as a cry for help. From total darkness, in utter desolation, she cried out, echoing the call of the crucified Christ: “J’ai soif!” (“I thirst!”11)

		The insight is constant: Our darkness—our sins, our doubts—is a thirst … for “God,” for “the spiritual,” for whatever might alleviate this painful side of the human condition, for whatever might somehow fill the empty hole in our human be-ing. We seek help for what we cannot face or accomplish alone; in seeking help, we accept and admit our own powerlessness. And in that acceptance and admission, in the acknowledgment that we are not in control, spirituality is born. Spirituality begins in suffering because to suffer means first “to undergo,” and the essence of suffering lies in the reality that it is undergone, that it has to do with not being in control, that it must be endured. We may endure patiently or impatiently, but because we are human beings, because we are not at each and every moment in ultimate control, we will suffer.12

		A spirituality of imperfection is always mindful of the inevitability of suffering. As Simon Tugwell noted in his analysis of the Ways of Imperfection: “The first work of grace is simply to enable us to begin to understand what is wrong.” And one of the first things that is “wrong” is that we are not “in control”; we do not have all the answers. The reality of that lack of control, the sheer truth of our powerlessness in the face of it, makes available the fundamental spiritual insight that insists on the necessity of kenosis—the ancient Greek term that signifies an “emptying out.” Expressed in modern vocabulary, kenosis points to the need for “surrender,” or, in the language of Alcoholics Anonymous, “hitting bottom.” In the process of kenosis—emptying out, surrendering, hitting bottom—comes the realization that by ourselves, we are lost.13

		The spirituality of imperfection begins in the recognition and rejection of human claims to be “God.” The Hasidic tradition offers numerous stories intended to remind human beings that we are not in ultimate control, that we are not all-powerful, that we are not God. From the ancient Hebrew shema (“Hear, O Israel, I am the Lord, your God”) to A.A.’s “First of all we had to quit playing God” is not a large leap.14

		
			When Rabbi Bunam was asked why the first of the Ten Commandments speaks of God bringing us out of the land of Egypt, rather than of God creating heaven and earth, he expounded: “Heaven and earth! Then man might have said: ‘Heaven—that is too much for me.’ So God said to man: ‘I am the one who fished you out of the mud. Now you come here and listen to me.’”15
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		“What is spirituality?” Our pursuit of the question has unearthed more questions than answers, more things that spirituality is not than features of what it is. Timeless wisdom suggests that spirituality can’t be proven; it can’t be defined; it is elusive, ineffable, unbounded; it does not involve demands for perfection; it is rooted in paradox; it is a cry for help.

		Have we encountered an impenetrable roadblock in our pilgrimage, an unbridgeable chasm that mocks our need to know? If we can’t define, prove, or somehow pin down spirituality, how can we ever hope to understand it? Rather than abandoning the quest, however, perhaps this very frustration signals that we should try a different route.

		Traditions as diverse as the Buddhist, the Christian, and the Muslim agree that we speak most truly of the divine and therefore of “the spiritual” by recognizing what it is not. Somehow this process of the via negativa, the “negative way,” in which we wander down divergent paths exploring what something is not, brings us closest to the place where we want to go. For there is a kind of spirituality in the recognition that in our effort to understand spirituality, we have encountered something bigger than our efforts to capture it. We discover a helplessness before the very word, the powerlessness that is the necessary beginning of spirituality itself.

		T. S. Eliot described this spiritual path of the via negativa in “East Coker”:

		
			In order to arrive at what you do not know
You must go by a way which is the way of ignorance.
In order to possess what you do not possess
You must go by the way of dispossession.
In order to arrive at what you are not
You must go through the way in which you are not.
And what you do not know is the only thing you know
And what you own is what you do not own
And where you are is where you are not.16

		

		One word of necessary caution before setting out on this particular pathway. The via negativa or “route of negation,” in which we come to know something by observing what it is not, has its own pitfalls—the dangers of comparison and judgment. When examining how one thing differs from another, there can arise a tendency to assign value and priority, to proclaim one reality better or more important than another. In what follows, then, we need to remember that this particular journey aims not to compare in order to put down, but only to identify the differences between distinct realities, each of which is valuable and useful. If we remain mindful of the risks, however, much can be learned by distinguishing spirituality from both religion and therapy.

		Spirituality is not religion.

		Distinguishing spirituality from religion is a slippery task. Some people equate the two, assuming that only religious people can lay claim to the title “spiritual.” And yet those who try to live a spirituality of imperfection consistently present themselves as “spiritual rather than religious.” What does this mean? Those who consider themselves “spiritual” and those who consider themselves “religious” seem to agree that there are differences between them, but those differences are only broadly delineated. Viewing religion, “the spiritual” see rigidity; viewing spirituality, “the religious” see sloppiness. Religion connotes boundaries, while spirituality’s borders seem haphazard and ill-defined. The vocabulary of religion emphasizes the solid; the language of spirituality suggests the fluid.

		Another image is offered by Walter Houston Clark, a modern student of religion and historian of the Oxford Group. Alcoholics Anonymous came into being within the Oxford Group, and A.A.’s earliest members left those auspices precisely because the non-alcoholic Oxford Group members seemed to them to be too “religious”—too insistent on fixed practices, too committed to perfection, as their demand for the effort to be “really maximum” attested. A lifelong observer of religious psychology, Clark suggested that religion often acts like vaccination: “One goes to church and gets a little something that then protects him or her against the real thing.” Late in his life, Dr. Carl Gustav Jung expressed a similar view, remarking that “one of the main functions of formalized religion is to protect people against a direct experience of God.”17

		Those who think of themselves as “spiritual rather than religious” tend to equate religion with belief, and therefore with doctrine and authority; with worship, and therefore with the organization of community and its boundaries; with rewards and punishments, and therefore with greed and fear. Such negative consequences need not always follow from the religious impulse: they are indeed perversions of it. But as historian of theology Jaroslav Pelikan confessed with more than a little pain: “Religious belief is notorious for encouraging a sense of ‘us’ against ‘them.’ … The words of the hypocrite in the New Testament, ‘God I thank thee that I am not as other men are,’ are, unfortunately, a prayer that has been uttered, or at any rate felt, everywhere.”18

		How does spirituality differ from this? In the first place, spirituality has nothing to do with boundaries: Only the material can be bounded, and the first thing that “the spiritual” is not is material. The term spirituality was first used in ancient times as a contrast to materialism and signified attention to spiritual as opposed to material realities. “Spiritual realities” were understood quite simply as those that, like the wind or the fragrance of a rose, one experienced but could not literally see, touch, or especially, possess in the sense of command.

		The word spirituality then fell out of usage for almost sixteen hundred years, when the postmodern age resurrected it, again as a contrast—but now less to “materialism” than to religion. The vocabulary of punishments and rewards, the motives of fear and greed, the sense of “us” against “them”: Many modern people found religion more interested in closing boundaries than in opening them, more concerned with sanctions than with release, more an attempt to occupy space than to find it. Religion, in short, seemed to some to have sold out to the “material” world, to have adopted the same profane values that its rhetoric rebuked. As a contrast, then, to both “materialism” and religion—and perhaps especially to materialism in religion—spirituality came to be seen as the attempt to find a middle ground between religion and irreligion, a halfway house between total rejection and uncritical embrace of “the world” or “the culture” or whatever one names the context that both fascinates and threatens.19

		Whether these be fair diagnoses or not, this is also the sense in which the fellowship of Alcoholics Anonymous presents itself as “spiritual rather than religious.” For the simple truth is that, at least among most of the earliest A.A. members, bad connotations far outnumbered good when “religion” was mentioned. Many of them had tried to solve their “drinking problem” through religion, and because they had failed, they felt that “religion” had failed them. And because their experience and Bill Wilson’s initial wariness of religion continue to abide at the very heart of the A.A. fellowship, Alcoholics Anonymous exemplifies the modern use of the word spirituality—a spirituality aware first of its own imperfection.20

		Religion, of course, can also be aware of its own imperfections, as a delightful story conveys.

		
			When the bishop’s ship stopped at a remote island for a day, he determined to use the time as profitably as possible. He strolled along the seashore and came across three fishermen mending their nets. In pidgin English they explained to him that centuries before they had been Christianized by missionaries. “We Christians!” they said, proudly pointing to one another. The bishop was impressed. Did they know the Lord’s Prayer? They had never heard of it. The bishop was shocked.

			“What do you say, then, when you pray?”

			“We lift eyes to heaven. We pray, ‘We are three, you are three, have mercy on us.’”

			The bishop was appalled at the primitive, the downright heretical nature of their prayer. So he spent the whole day teaching them the Lord’s Prayer. The fishermen were poor learners, but they gave it all they had and before the bishop sailed away the next day he had the satisfaction of hearing them go through the whole formula without a fault.

			Months later, the bishop’s ship happened to pass by those islands again, and the bishop, as he paced the deck saying his evening prayers, recalled with pleasure the three men on that distant island who were now able to pray, thanks to his patient efforts. While he was lost in that thought, he happened to look up and noticed a spot of light in the east. The light kept approaching the ship, and as the bishop gazed in wonder, he saw three figures walking on the water. The captain stopped the ship, and everyone leaned over the rails to see this sight.

			When they were within speaking distance, the bishop recognized his three friends, the fishermen. “Bishop!” they exclaimed. “We hear your boat go past island and come hurry hurry meet you.”

			“What is it you want?” asked the awe-stricken bishop.

			“Bishop,” they said, “we so, so sorry. We forget lovely prayer. We say, ‘Our Father in heaven, holy be your name, your kingdom come …’ then we forget. Please tell us prayer again.”

			The bishop felt humbled. “Go back to your homes, my friends,” he said, “and each time you pray say, ‘We are three, you are three, have mercy on us.!’ ”21

		

		Spirituality is not therapy.

		Most people think of therapy as a modern concept, although the term originated in Homeric Greece, and its first connotation was of spiritual healing. In recent times, partially as a result of the practice of medicine being more and more transformed from art to science, most forms of therapy have also come to understand their “healing”—how they “make whole”—as other-than-spiritual. Therapy, in other words, has become scientific: attentive to measuring, demanding proof, relying on technique.

		Although spirituality is not interested in measuring, proving, or manipulating, the boundaries between spirituality and therapy are often confused because both are concerned with making whole. We come to therapy and to spirituality when we are in pain, and therapy seeks what spirituality seeks: a mending to our brokenness, some soothing relief for our “torn-to-pieces-hood.” Nevertheless, the paths of spirituality and therapy, while not in conflict, are divergent. A story told by an Episcopal priest relating her own experience may shed light on the difference.

		
			Once, on her annual retreat, she sought out as confessor a Jesuit priest of long experience. In that context, she rehearsed with him the behaviors that troubled her, especially those prominent in the past year—a dawning area of insensitivity, a tendency to domination, and so forth. Then, drawing on what she had come to know of herself from recent reading and especially from her participation in groups, she began to detail how these behaviors seemed connected to her experience of being related to an alcoholic.

			At that point, the grizzled veteran confessor reached out and, gently patting her hand, asked: “My dear, do you want forgiveness … or an explanation?”22

		

		Therapy offers explanations; spirituality offers forgiveness. Both may be necessary, but one is not the other. The therapeutic approach looks to origins, to push forces that compel, as the psychological language of “drives” and the sociological focus on “the shaping environment” attest. Spirituality, in contrast, attends to directions, to the pull-force of motives, which attract or draw forward—the language of spirituality is the vocabulary of “ideals,” of “hope.” Therapy may release from addiction; spirituality releases for life.

		Therapy relies, too, on the medical metaphor, using the lexicon of illness: Behavior is “symptomatic,” situations are “dysfunctional,” individuals are thought to be “sick” or “unhealthy.” Spirituality prefers the language of weakness and flaw; choosing among various metaphors, it favors the ancient image of the archer’s arrow falling short of its mark. Before the advent of Alcoholics Anonymous, alcoholics were taught to think of themselves as “orally fixated” or “latently perverted.” One of A.A.’s great, freeing gifts to alcoholics can be found in its vocabulary of “defects of character” and “shortcomings.”

		Finally, therapy’s goal is happiness, in the modern-day sense of “feeling good,” while spirituality suggests that valid feeling follows be-ing, and that the more realistic goal is therefore the time-honored one of “being good,” of finding a real fit between self and reality

		
		
		
		
		
		
			
		

		
		
			
			
			
				
			

		

	
		
			To all who have, over the years, told us stories … but most of all to Richard Quinn, Robert MacNamara, Marvin Becker, Loren Baritz, Frank Freidel, Oscar Handlin, and William R. Hutchison, who taught us that history is the greatest story.
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