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Kabir Edmund Helminski, an American Sufi, has written an 
outstanding and powerful book on spiritual practice for contemporary 
seekers. The title, Living Presence: A Sufi Way to Mindfulness 
and the Essential Self, would appear, perhaps, to narrow its scope 
because of its focus upon the Islamic tradition. This, interestingly, is 
not the case. Though the text is grounded in Islamic spirituality 
(Sufism), nevertheless it has universal appeal. Its language is broad 
and its teaching comprehensive, bridging many spiritual traditions. 
The insights offered are effective and far-reaching, able to meet the 
spiritual needs of pilgrims both inside and outside the Islamic 
tradition. The author’s extensive experience gives him first-hand 
knowledge of a number of other sacred traditions, including 
Christianity, which makes this book suitable as a guide for Christians 
as well. In his introduction, Helminski speaks of his intention of 
making this important teaching available to all in this way: 
 
       I would like to share in the most universal terms some of the 

experiences, reflections and knowledge that I have met in 
my encounter with some sources of traditional wisdom. It is 
time that these ideas entered into the very heart of our 
culture. Presented in universal terms, they may pass 
through the walls of resistance that some of our cultural 
and religious conditioning has set up (x).  

 
Helminski presents his work as a “spiritual psychology.” This 
designation means that in this book multiple levels of human 
interiority are being addressed, from the most ordinary and surface 
level to the deepest and most subtle level. These, he sees, must be 
open to the influence of the Spirit in such a way that the spiritual 
seeker is led not only through processes of interior transformation, 
but on a pathway into the divine Presence itself. Such a journey, if it 
is to be effective therefore, must take us beyond the ordinary 
limitations of our daily thoughts and habits, and bring us toward a 
development of body, soul, heart, mind and spirit in such a way that 
they are illumined and transformed by that which is transcendent to 
ourselves.  

Introduction 

About This Manual 
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Living Presence is written from the perspective of an ancient way of 
life rooted in wisdom. The ancient wisdom tradition, however, is not 
simply a set of ideas or opinions. You cannot set wisdom among 
other relative viewpoints from which you can then pick and choose. 
Instead, wisdom is understood to be a representation of the very 
structures of reality so that to live by wisdom is to live according to 
the fundamental principles of the universe. On the other hand, to live 
in harmony with what is fundamentally true, to know reality from the 
“inside” is to begin to love wisdom. A wise person, a “lover of 
wisdom” (which is the original meaning of the word, philosopher) 
comes to know and love the patterns underlying existence, and seeks 
to live by them. 
 
As a presentation of the sapiential tradition (sapientia, is the word for 
wisdom in Latin) this text, therefore, emphasizes a knowledge of the 
heart that is both practical and transcendent. The combination of 
what we can know practically, by experience, and what must be 
illumined by divine Transcendence is a balance that can only be lived 
and not simply grasped in our usual, intellectual manner. Wisdom, 
therefore, seeks not simply to stimulate the “everyday mind,” but 
also those “multiple dimensions” within us which exceed reason 
itself. When wisdom is gained, hidden faculties which lie waiting in 
potentia are awakened and exercised. This awakening brings a 
fullness to human life which is the fruit of spirituality. Wisdom, then, 
can make truth available as a gift from the divine Presence, but it is 
only through practice that we become the instrument through which 
the divine Life is channeled back into the world. 
 

This Manual is meant to be used as a guide in putting the insights and 
truths of Living Presence into daily practice so that they may 
become “wisdom” leading to spiritual plenitude. As carefully as one 
might read Helminski’s book, the issues raised in it must be 
“practiced” daily. Spiritual exercise and reflection, (which in the 
Christian tradition is called ascesis or praxis), are the necessary 
means whereby we learn to “become” the truth we grasp mentally. 
Through practice we are made ready for further illumination. Practice 
also allows us to become skilled in putting truth to personal use in 
such a way that it can then be available through us to a thirsty world. 
 
Christianity has emphasized two modes for gaining wisdom, theoria 
and praxis. The first, theoria, is a term that refers to our initial grasp 
of spiritual truths. This form of understanding, while being mental in 
nature, is not simply the ability to grasp things intellectually. It refers 
more to the sense of seeing truth instantly through a kind of inner 
recognition. We say, “Yes, this is it!”, and our understanding which 
before were dark or uncertain is now illumined to a new degree. The 
book we are reading, Living Presence, provides many opportunities 
for that “Aha,” experience. It is full of illuminated insight which can 
give us an experience of theoria.  

The Love of Wisdom 

The Purpose and Results of Practice 
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What this Manual attempts to do, is to combine theoria with praxis; 
to put that sudden illumination of understanding to work in a 
practical way. It gives you, the reader, an opportunity to test the truth 
and to apply it in daily life in a context of reflection, exercise, and 
prayer. This is precisely what Christianity means by the term praxis 
or ascesis. Theoria and praxis, therefore, are like two feet. We walk 
using each foot to gain momentum and to move forward on the path 
of spiritual life. To walk effectively, however, we must use both 
together in a regular and rhythmic way, through daily practice. 
 
Men and women who practice using “both feet” regularly testify that 
they are able to achieve crucial and important results. The first is 
what we might call the acquisition of spiritual power. What I mean 
here is the power of the inner over the outer; the ability to live a more 
spiritually centered life, where our outer conditioning which often 
produces very negative results is overcome by the positive, spiritual 
energy which is available to us inwardly through the Spirit. This 
produces other results, inner freedom and spiritual growth.  
 
Inner freedom is defined as liberty from the tyranny of the self and 
our social conditioning, liberating us into a life of the Spirit. This 
state of freedom becomes more and more true of us as we grow and 
become something new, a new creation in Christ (as Christians say), 
a new being. Becoming something new is what Christianity means by 
the term, “new birth.” Some “fruit” of spiritual life is being 
“produced” inside of us so that we grow into the heights, depths, 
expanses, and essence of what it means to be a human being made in 
the image of God.  
 
The ultimate result is that we ourselves then become a place in this 
dry and thirsty world where the waters of Eternal Life exist. From an 
individual who is spiritually open and growing there flows a constant 
stream of life back into our world. Something of great power and 
beauty whose Source is not us, gets through and touches the world of 
people and nature around us in a healing way, as a great 
“blessedness.” 

Living Presence was written from a Sufi perspective. Many 
Christians who are not familiar with Islam or the Middle East may 
not know what Sufism is or what that perspective means. Simply 
speaking, Sufism, is the spirituality or mysticism of the sacred 
tradition of Islam whose founder was the Prophet Muhammad. When 
the Prophet brought the revelation of the One God to the Arab 
peoples on the Peninsula of Arabia enshrined in the scriptures called 
the Quran, men and women who submitted their lives to that 
revelation were called Muslims (ones who submit) and the religion 
was called Islam (the religion of submission to the will and 
revelation of God). Very early within the Islamic tradition there arose 
men and women of special devotion to God, whose exemplary lives 
where characterized by prayer and compassion. These men and 
women were eventually called Sufis, one tradition says, because they 
dressed in simple woolen garments (suf).  

What is Sufism and Who is a Sufi? 
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As Islam grew and developed so did these communities of men and 
women. Often they formed around various Masters of spiritual life 
who taught special forms of prayer and initiation into mystical 
experience within the Islamic context. These “Sufi orders” grew in 
number and today many millions of devout Muslims consider 
themselves spiritual disciples, leading lives of prayer and study in a 
way that is similar to the monastic tradition of Christianity, (though 
Muslim saints have seldom been cloistered in monasteries or 
convents). 
 
One important Sufi order, the Maulavi or Mevlevi order grew up 
under the influence of one of Islam’s most important spiritual 
teachers, the Master (or Sheikh) Jalal u’din Rumi. Rumi, of Persian 
ancestry, was born in 1207 A.D. in the eastern part of the Persian 
empire. Later as a young boy under the threat of the Mongol invasion 
he fled to Turkey with his family. His father was a theologian and an 
important Islamic teacher and it became clear that even at a young 
age Rumi was drawn to religious life. It was not till he was thirty 
years of age, however, that he met his own spiritual Master, Shams-e 
Tabrizi. Thereafter his life was utterly transformed.  
 
Under the influence of his teacher, Shams, Rumi’s life, teaching, and 
writings became a powerful and rich gift to the world. These writings 
survive today as an important source of Islamic spirituality, and the 
order he founded continues into the modern world. Today it is 
popularly known as the “whirling dervishes” because of an ecstatic 
dance of contemplative prayer that Rumi taught his disciples. There 
are many Sufi orders in the Islamic world, the Maulavi (Persian 
pronunciation) or Mevlevi (Turkish pronunciation) is only one of 
them, but one that is very significant. Sufi communities or orders 
(also called tariqahs or spiritual paths) are typically organized 
around a master who has attained a high degree of spiritual 
understanding (commonly called gnosis) and practice. These “hidden 
orders” within Islam are composed of people who maintain their 
outward place in society, but who are inwardly devoted to spiritual 
practice under the guidance of the community and its spiritual 
leadership. These communities exist on the border between the 
institutional structures and the lay populace, and focus almost 
entirely on the transmission of spiritual knowledge and experience. 
 
Our author, Kabir Edmund Helminski, eventually received 
instruction from the modern teachers of this order living in Turkey, 
becoming first a student. Later, after gaining proficiency, he was 
designated by them as an American Sheikh (or Teacher) of the 
tradition. Much of the material in Helminski’s book finds its source 
in this rich Islamic heritage which remains alive and powerful today. 
Rumi’s original works are currently experiencing a revival in the 
West and are having a profound impact upon spiritual seekers of 
many sacred traditions. In addition to Rumi’s poetry presented in 
almost every chapter, modern translations of his work are now being 
made available in contemporary English. 
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This Manual is written primarily from the Christian perspective. 
However, some Christians feel that their tradition sets them 
completely apart from other religious faiths. While these men and 
women may want nothing to do with spiritual teaching and practice 
other than their own, many Christians see that there are great 
resources of spiritual experience and understanding outside their own 
faith available today. The prejudice that nothing of value can exist 
outside of one’s own religious tradition is similar to the cultural 
prejudices many people have toward foreign countries and other 
cultures because they have never benefited from exposure to the rich 
cultural diversity of the world.  
 
The world’s great sacred traditions are storehouses of immense 
richness. How a Christian uses that treasury, however, depends upon 
both personal openness, maturity, and the availability of authentic 
teaching from these sources. Although another sacred tradition may 
not be one’s path, many invaluable insights and teaching from other 
authentic, sacred sources can inform the Christian path.  St. Paul 
specifically instructed his disciples to use whatever was true as a 
means of advancing the Christian life (Phil. 4:8). Christianity is part 
of the western tradition of religion. It shares much common ground 
with the other two monotheistic faiths, Judaism and Islam. 
 
Of particular value is the spirituality of Islam, since its source in the 
Middle East is the same common root of Semitic spirituality from 
which springs our own Christian tradition. In fact, Jesus, as a prophet 
and teacher is not only known and respected by all Muslims, he is 
loved and spiritually revered by most Sufis. Some Sufis even use the 
teachings of Jesus specifically as guidelines in their own spiritual 
journeys. This is perhaps enough to demonstrate certain affinities that 
Sufism and Christian spirituality share. However, the terms and 
teachings which Helminski’s book uses are common to the whole 
history of Christian spirituality, not simply because we share a 
common heritage, but because spirituality of any kind, if it is 
authentic, eventually arrives at similar conclusions. 
 
The value of Helminski’s work is not only its authentic spiritual 
roots, but also the understanding of the practical difficulties of 
modern spiritual seekers. Helminski offers a fully formed set of 
teachings to those who attempt to live a life of the Spirit in a world 
besieged by the pressures of secularism or the truncated forms of 
spiritual teaching and practice cut off from their authentic roots. His 
book  
springs from the living tradition of Sufism and the practical insights 
he has gained in an authentic struggle for spiritual life. The 
authenticity of the teaching, however, can best be verified through 
regular and sustained practice. 
 
Finally, the goal of Living Presence is to help its readers attain 
spiritual freedom. It is the same freedom that St. Paul speaks about 
when he says, “Where the Spirit is, there is freedom” (II Cor. 3:17). 
Obviously, the Spirit is not someone’s exclusive property, nor is it 

How Can a Christian Benefit from this Material? 
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the sole possession of Christians. Jesus himself said that the “Spirit 
blew where it willed” (John 3:8) and it is clear that the Spirit’s ability 
to penetrate all barriers is a characteristic which makes the quest for 
spiritual freedom a search common to many people across the face of 
the Earth. One reads this book and senses the Presence of the Spirit 
blowing through its pages, seeking to set us free to live a life in the 
Spirit. It is this quality that authenticates the text for the Christian 
reader, especially as he or she puts its concepts into daily practice. 
 

The discussion above leads us inevitably to the question, who is 
Christ and what is a Christian? How we answer these two questions, 
as Christians, will determine much about the way we understand the 
text and use this manual. It is impossible, of course, to express the 
great complexity of Christian theology concerning the nature of the 
person of Christ in this brief introduction. For the purposes of 
reading and responding to Living Presence as the basis for spiritual 
practice, it is important to understand Jesus in two important ways. 
First, for Christians both in his own day and in ours, Jesus relates to 
his students as the Master and Teacher of spiritual life. The word 
Lord is one of the ways of acknowledging a relationship to him of 
both authority and trust. Jesus, as Messiah, anointed with Spirit, has 
authority to guide our own development as spiritual beings. This 
relationship between student and teacher is one of intimate and 
personal trust. If a Christian is “in relationship” to Christ while 
reading this text and manual and taking his or her life seriously, then 
it is actually Christ himself through the Spirit who will be guiding the 
work, applying its lessons and making use of its insights. 
 
Second, in traditional Christian understanding, through death and 
resurrection Jesus has become a spiritual template for the 
transformation of his students. The image of Jesus functions, 
therefore, as an “icon” of our own destiny. Jesus passed through the 
entire evolution of spiritual transformation, making that same 
passageway available to those who are drawn to him and who 
willingly receive his work. The image of Jesus, begun in history and 
yet transcending it, is a template for the reality of the divine-
humanity which, for Christians, is the ultimate destiny of our human 
existence. This understanding is part of the great treasury of Christian 
faith, and for many followers of Christ has become a valuable source 
of understanding the spiritual path itself. What is needed then are 
practical insights in how to move toward that great destiny unveiled 
in Jesus. Again, it is the daily, practical outworking of the journey 
toward that goal which is the purpose of the text and manual. Using 
the “template” provided by Christ as a guide, we can make use of the 
truth and insight that are available to us from many rich sources.   
The practical purpose of this manual is to extend the effectiveness 
and power of Living Presence by providing additional opportunities 
for personal reflection and regular practice. In order to gain an 
understanding that will be of most help to Christian disciples, certain 
themes will need to be defined within the context of the theology and 
tradition of Christian spirituality. Definition, however, is not the most 

Who is Christ and What is a Christian? 
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important part of the manual. Opportunity to reflect on the material 
in a personal way through questions, journaling, reading assignments, 
meditation exercises, and contemplative prayer practice, is the 
manual’s central value. If at all possible, this manual should be used 
not only through private personal work, but also as a shared 
experience in the context of group reflection with a qualified mentor. 
 

The most powerful use of this manual and its greatest affect will be 
through regular use. This may not mean daily use (reading, writing 
and reflecting every day), but at least every week and most profitably 
setting aside time for reading and reflection several times a week. 
How quickly the book is read and the practices absorbed will depend, 
of course, on the individual. Let me counsel, however, that an 
individual not rush through the text or the manual. There is no hurry. 
In fact, a more leisurely pace may assure greater absorption of the 
truth of the material into one’s life as living wisdom. 
 
Each chapter of the manual follows the chapter headings of the text, 
Living Presence. Helminski’s exposition of the material will 
determine its presentation in the manual; although, as topics are 
presented, the manual will often refer back to places where topics 
were first introduced or explained in other contexts. Here is one 
strategy for using the manual with the text. You may, of course, want 
to adapt and change this strategy to fit your own particular needs. 
 
1.           First, read a chapter of Living Presence, reflectively, 

underlining and marking those passages which seemed to be 
of particular value to you. You may be inspired simply 
through the reading of the text to write journal entries which 
detail the insights you are learning. This practice is strongly 
encouraged. 

 
2.           Next, go to the manual and to the chapter which corresponds 

to the text. After the “reading assignment” there will be a 
short commentary which will explore certain aspects of the 
text which are of value to the Christian reader, or which 
might need special explanation. 

 
3.           Begin to explore the Questions for Reflection by making 

journal entries and notes. The questions asked here highlight 
topics and themes which are critical for an understanding of 
the text itself. They urge you to go deeper and to think 
carefully and critically about what has been said, but they 
also ask you to reflect upon your own experience. Reflecting 
upon your own experience is an important part of spiritual 
practice. Without critical reflection upon the truth of this 
material as it applies to yourself it remains only “theoretical 
knowledge;” it does not travel to the region of the heart. 
(Your journal can be additional pages added at the back of 
each chapter in the manual in which you write your 
responses, or you may wish to keep a separate journal in 
some other form). 

How to Use This Manual 
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4.           The section called Daily Exercises gives you an opportunity 

to take your understanding and reflections and to begin to 
put them to work in daily life by observing yourself in the 
context of the “real world” in which you live. You may wish 
to take one exercise a day and focus upon it alone, or to 
weave it into the additional exercises which are offered (or 
which you yourself create) to help you become more 
proficient in the use of this material in daily life. 

 
5.           Contemplative Prayer is the practice of inner dialogue and 

communication between yourself and God. For Christians it 
is also the daily, inner contact of our human spirit with the 
Spirit of Christ. As Christian disciples or students, we are 
asked to stay in daily (even momentary) contact with Christ 
who is our Lord and Master. Contemplative Prayer assists us 
in both aspects, strengthening a sense of the divine Presence 
and our interior dialogue. 

 
6.           The Definitions are useful as a means of learning a 

vocabulary which will assist the reader in understanding 
both this text and others like it, as well as learning the 
language of spirituality. Consult the glossary at the back of 
Helminski’s text for another listing of terms. 

 
7.           Finally, as has already been suggested, the actual use of this 

manual with the text will have its greatest impact through 
both personal and corporate practice. As spiritual pilgrims 
we need guidance and companionship. Spiritual practice for 
Christians normally entails spiritual direction through a 
director or mentor who gives us guidance upon the spiritual 
path, and spiritual friendship which is the sharing of our 
experiences with other pilgrims who can support us and who 
need our encouragement as well. 
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The opening pages of Helminski’s book introduce us to his central 
theme and key idea: Presence. What this term means will become 
clearer as you read the whole text, but this introduction helps to 
layout Helminski’s fundamental definition of the term. To begin, our 
author uses terms like awakening, recollection, mindfulness, dhyana, 
remembrance, and zhikr to demonstrate the breadth of meaning for 
Presence. He correctly points out that within Christianity the key to 
understanding Presence is found in the writings of the great mystics 
and in the practice of the prayer of the heart.  
 
It is important to remember that though the terms awakening, 
recollection, remembrance and even mindfulness are central to 
Christian spirituality, they are shared with the spiritualities of other 
sacred traditions. The term remembrance (zhikr in Arabic) is the 
central act of Christian worship at the Eucharist. The word 
remembrance is used to translate an important Greek term used in the 
New Testament (anamneisis). As you work through the text and the 
manual, it will become clear how each of these terms define our 
author’s use of the word, Presence. 
 
In addition, Helminski situates his work in the midst of our own, 
contemporary world. The modern age is full of both promise and 
problem. Because we have access to so much of the richness of the 
past and other cultures and traditions, it holds a lot of promise for us. 
On the other hand, because contemporary society is founded in a 
secular philosophy it often makes no room for spiritual reality. For 
many the very idea of Presence is an outmoded, anachronistic hope 
that has been proven by science to be mere fantasy. The prejudice is 
that anyone interested in this realm is either whistling in the dark or 
wasting time. But are we? What many individuals feel today is just 
the opposite, a longing and a thirst for spiritual reality. Somehow we 
begin to be aware that more does exist than can be proven by science 
and technology, and somehow we must find it and make ourselves 
available to it. This longing, this hope, and this search is a sign that 
the divine Presence is already drawing us. 

Chapter 1 

Presence: An Introduction 

Reading Assignment pp. viii-xii 
 



 

10 

1.           Helminski uses the term Presence in two ways: as a human 
attribute, and as something beyond it. Using the author’s 
insights, in your own words define how we can experience  
Presence as both human and yet beyond us. How would you 
define each and then put them together so that if someone 
asked you to explain what Presence meant, you could begin 
a first credible attempt at explanation. 

 
2.           The text speaks of will as the manifestation of a “new form 

of life” which results from the concentration of spiritual 
energy. Potentially, every human being can use this energy. 
According to the text, what can this concentrated spiritual 
energy do? 

 
3.           Read Rumi’s statement about the purpose of life (xii), and 

compare it with the author’s statements about our pluralist, 
postmodern, post-religious age. How are these statements 
true for you? Have you known Rumi’s dilemma? Do you 
agree with Helminski about our current condition? What is 
the answer? What is our purpose? 

 

1.           Helminski says that we can either leak and scatter our 
energy or embody and direct it (ix). Observe yourself in the 
midst of daily life and see whether you can detect what is 
happening. Describe what you observe and see if Presence 
has anything to do with it. 

 
2.           The statement is made, “Presence is the point of intersection 

between the world of the senses and the world of the Spirit.” 
First, watch to see if you can detect Presence in your 
experience. If and when you do, see if you can determine 
how, in your experience of daily living, it stands between 
the sensory world and the world of Spirit. How does 
Presence mediate between these two realities in you? 

 
 
 
 
 

1.           In your daily or weekly quiet time of meditation and prayer 
begin to repeat the simple words, “Lord, Jesus” as a prayer. 
You need not repeat it loudly, but it would be good if your 
lips moved in the quiet whispering of the Name of Jesus 
who is the Christian’s Lord and Master. Remember, Lord 
means “my Master or Teacher.”  

 
 

Questions for Reflection 

Daily Exercises 

Contemplative Prayer 
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2.           The “remembering” of your Teacher, (staying conscious of 

the Presence of your Lord as spiritual Master and yourself as 
his student), is a discipline not only of formal prayer but of 
daily life. Twice a day, in the midst of your activities, 
quietly say the prayer (Lord, Jesus) ten times and observe its 
effects upon you.  

 
 
 
 

1.           PRAYER OF THE HEART: Christian spirituality 
describes many levels of prayer, one of which is the Prayer 
of the Heart. When an individual begins to descend below 
the level of mental prayer and finds a place of awareness 
deep within (at the level of the heart), and begins to pray 
there, he or she is said to have entered the Prayer of the 
Heart. This is not one simple or easy step, it itself is a 
journey into an immense territory as vast as the universe 
itself, for the ocean of Infinity laps at the shores of the heart. 

 
2.           RECOLLECTION: Humanity is given the gift of 

awareness, which means the capacity of spiritual 
recollection. We can “remember” whose we are, and to 
whom we belong. We can call out to our true Center and be 
re-collected there by invoking what is most central to 
Ultimate Reality and therefore what is most central in us. 
Recollection is the practice of such invocation. 

 
3.           REMEMBRANCE (anamneisis): The eucharistic prayer of 

Christianity instituted by Christ is called a “remembrance,” 
but it means much more than simple memory recall. In 
Christianity, at the celebration of the last supper, it means to 
be gathered into the Presence of Christ as one of the 
disciples.  

 
4.           SUFISM: Islamic spirituality or mysticism is traditionally 

designated as Sufism, or tassawuf. The goal of Sufism is the 
achievement of the highest Islamic ideal, Unity with God 
and the Will of God, not as an ideology, but as a form of 
tacit (or practical) knowledge. 

 
5.           ZHIKR (pronounced zekr or deker): The Islamic practice of 

contemplative prayer is described as an invocation of the 
Divine Name. By invoking God’s Name (calling upon the 
Name of the Lord), Muslims remember who God is and who 
they are in that Presence. To invoke the Divine Name is 
understood, then, not simply to call God into human 
Presence, but to call human beings awake and into God’s 
presence. 

Definitions 
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The wisdom tradition makes extensive use of stories as parables. As 
keepers of wisdom, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam use stories, 
parables, and proverbs as a way of teaching truths which cannot be 
easily described in any other way. Sometimes a story is more 
effective in communicating the beauty and complexity of truth than 
simply explaining it in a logical or direct way. This is one reason 
(apart from their entertainment value), that we tell stories to children. 
Children (and even adults) are able to absorb complex ideas more 
quickly and directly through story.  
 
In every respect, we are spiritual children being taught the 
complexities of spiritual reality. Stories and parables, therefore, are 
especially useful in communicating truth to us as living wisdom. In 
this chapter, Helminski tells a traditional Sufi tale in a contemporary 
setting to express the complexities of becoming a spiritual seeker in 
the modern world. On many different levels this story reflects the 
difficulties that we face institutionally, socially, and personally. The 
story, however, is not unlike many of the teaching tales of Jesus in 
the Gospels, or the story of Pilgrim’s Progress, or the more 
contemporary Christian allegories by Hannah Hurnard, Hind’s Feet 
on High Places and Mountain of Spices. Each has a critical truth to 
communicate to us in story form. Like all stories, this tale can be 
interpreted on many levels. How we come to understand it, of course, 
depends upon our own need and experience. Who we are and what 
stages we have traversed in our spiritual pilgrimage will be reflected 
in the way we interpret it. Certain parts will speak to the level of need 
and intelligence within our own beings. 
 
 
 

Chapter 2 

The City of Separation:  
A Tale of Transformation 

Reading Assignment pp. 1-5 
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1.           Can you see yourself or find yourself in this story? Who are 
you and where are you? Are you a member of any one of the 
groups that the traveler encounters? 

 
2.           What parts of this story are particularly true of modern 

culture as you experience and understand it? If the “city” 
reflects the social structures of modern life and the 
“country” represents the territory of spiritual experience, 
how might you explain the phases and levels through which 
the pilgrim passes?  

 
3.           Our author gives many names to the geography and to the 

people encountered in this “spiritual terrain.” You might 
wish to think about the  names and titles Helminski uses and 
then change them or make new ones for yourself to fit closer 
with your own experience. What names and labels make 
better sense to you? 

 
 
 
 

1.           As you go about your rounds and daily routines within 
contemporary society, examine your world critically. How 
is it like or unlike this story? Is the city, as the parable puts 
it, “dark?” In what ways is this true in your experience? 

 
2.           Look at your own circle of relationships, especially in the 

religious community to which you belong. If, in your 
pilgrimage, you have moved beyond the edge of the city, to 
that territory where individuals start to know a “world 
beyond the city” (in the region of the spirit), then with what 
groups have you found affiliation and friendship? What 
circle of spiritual friendship and fellowship as depicted in 
this story predominates in your world? Listen carefully to 
the language of that circle and see whether or not it 
corresponds with the description given by Helminski. 

 
 
 
 

1.           In your heart, as you go about your daily life, begin a 
process of questioning the Presence who guides you. Ask, 
“Where am I in the vast territory of human experience, and 
who are my true spiritual companions?” Take time to listen 
for answers. 

 
2.           In a formal setting of prayer begin a process which, in the 

Christian tradition has been called Lectio Divina (prayerful 
reading and prayerful listening). In a quiet place apart, read 
this story as a sacred story being told to you and listen to it 
carefully. In the quiet following the reading find yourself in 
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the story. What are you doing, thinking, feeling? Then ask 
yourself what am I learning, in this spot or place? What is 
being taught me? If you don’t know, ask for guidance. Sit 
quietly and listen for an answer. Finally, stay still and quiet, 
allow an answer to come. When it does, sit with it awhile. 
Let it sink into your being. If an answer does not seem to 
come immediately, then take that quietness into your daily 
life and live with it. Listen both to the outer world and the 
inner world for answers to the questions you have raised. 

 
 
 
 

1.           LECTIO DIVINA: One of the oldest forms of Christian 
meditation is based upon Scripture. It is the "spiritual 
reading" of Scripture through a process of reflection that 
includes lectio (oral reading), meditatio (reflection upon its 
metaphors, symbols and images), oratio (prayerful dialogue 
with the Lord of our being), and contemplatio (prayerful, 
silent listening from the heart). 

 
2.           REMORSE: is a term which is not unlike the word 

repentance which is used in the Gospels to signal the 
beginning of a process of awakening and conversion. 
Typically, people who feel remorse are being stirred 
inwardly, through conscience, to move beyond the terrible 
limitations of their own being.  

 
3.           TOTAL SUBMISSION: The word Islam which names the 

Muslim religion means submission to God. The goal of 
finding union or unity with God can only be achieved as one 
experiences full submission to the Divine Reality, which is 
why this title is given to the last group in the spiritual 
territory of this tale. These are the men and women who 
have attained union with God. 
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This first general chapter, following the introduction and opening 
parable, is full of important content. Helminski sets out some of his 
fundamental premises for the work that he will be doing throughout 
the text defining some key areas. It is important, therefore, to think 
about his terms and their usage as clearly as possible. Soul, essential 
Self, Spirit, heart and Work are all key terms, along with conscious 
and unconscious mind.  
 
These terms are introduced as part of a renewed traditional education 
which he contrasts with what we call “modern education.” The 
education that he wants us to undergo is what he calls “the Work,” 
involving the interior parts of ourselves in such a way that we 
become “fully human.” Helminski, therefore, is expressing these 
ideas in a specialized way, and not necessarily in the way we think of 
them in common English. The word “soul,” for example, typically 
means that part of ourselves with which we identify with our psyche 
or personalities. Here, however, he uses it as a synonym for what he 
calls “the Essential Self.” This phrase is very important because it 
points us to the fact that we are more than our egos. There is 
something in us greater than what we normally know ourselves to be. 
It is the growth of this part of ourselves (and the knowledge that we 
gain from it), which is the central focus of the education of the heart. 
 
Throughout this chapter Helminski contrasts this Work not only with 
modern education but also with conventional religion and 
philosophy. His pointed critique of both identifies the contemporary 
deficiencies we typically experience in each area. On the other hand 
Helminski honors the sacred traditions from the various cultures 
which have developed an educational process to assist spiritual 
maturity. Christianity has certainly known this form of wisdom as 
well, but very often, as he correctly points out, has suppressed it 
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under a layer of minor and conventional concerns. What this book is 
doing, then, is helping us recover this central focus in our faith and 
directing us toward what is essential in religious experience. 
 
One interesting example of conventional religious belief is the 
anthropomorphization of God or Spirit in contrast with the process 
of, what he calls, the “Godization” of human being (7). This 
terminology may, perhaps, sound strange to the “Christian ear.” The 
principle, however, is entirely sound. Early Christian orthodoxy 
taught a very deep and interesting doctrine of “deification” or 
“divinization” (called theosis in Greek) which is based upon the 
Patristic formula, “God became human in order that humanity might 
become divine” (or the ancient way of stating it was, “God became 
man in order that man might become God”). If anything, this 
orthodox formulation sounds more dangerous than anything 
Helminski has said. Both, however, point to the same spiritual 
reality. We are placed in this world to learn how to grow into the 
image and likeness of God, which is the fundamental principle of 
“Soul Work, Reflecting Spirit.” 
 

 
 
 
 

1.           Although the author says nothing about it, the poem by 
Rumi at the beginning of the chapter expresses the essential 
means for someone who is ready for a deep and powerful 
inner education. What is the paradox between poverty and 
abundance, and how do they relate to one another inside of 
us? How might this poem be related to the words of Jesus, 
“Blessed are the poor in Spirit, for theirs is the Kingdom of 
Heaven” (Matt. 5:3)?  

 
2.           The key idea of this chapter is the soul Work that awakens 

the essential Self. In order to understand what this means, it 
is important that we first have an understanding of the 
difference between our normal, everyday selves and this 
other part of us called the essential Self. Throughout this 
chapter Helminski gives many descriptions to help us 
distinguish between the two. Read through the chapter and 
make a list of the ways he defines each and their differences. 

 
3.           The Work to awaken us to our true humanity involves us in 

a process of realization. Once awake, he says, we will be “in 
possession” of certain faculties which, here-to-fore, were 
only potential within us. In your reading of the chapter 
describe what your understanding of the Work actually is. 
What does he mean that the Work is a process of 
realization? What faculties are awakened by it? 

 
4.           Helminski identifies the essential Self with Spirit in a very 

broad, even cosmic way. How do you understand the 
relationship between them, and how can we know when we 
possess or are possessed by Spirit? 
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1.           It is so easy, as Helminski points out, for the kind of 

knowledge we are seeking to simply stay in our heads as 
“ideas” and not become the central values that ground our 
lives. The Work, therefore, must be taken into the midst of 
life and “done” there. Before we can do anything, however, 
we must observe ourselves to see what is really true and 
what is not. In this first exercise, spend a week or more 
simply watching yourself as a casual observer. When you 
act, live and speak, try to see what comes from the self 
inside of you that has been conditioned to certain reactions, 
and what might come from another source, the Spirit or the 
essential Self. Simply observe, not trying to criticize what 
you see. Make a written inventory of what you see. 

 
2.           When you know or feel that your own life is somehow 

connected to “Cosmic Life” what do you experience 
inwardly and what are the results? Watch to see both sides. 
Become a good diagnostician of your own inner states of 
being. 

 
3.           Helminski makes the point that “A seed has no energy of its 

own, but it can come alive in the right environment (11).” 
This statement illustrates the need for having the “right 
environment” in our own lives. Our daily life-style is one of 
the key elements of that  environment. Either our life-style 
supports our spiritual growth (and becoming) or it stunts it. 
We may think about what we do and how we live as a 
neutral environment, but typically it is not. Modern life, far 
from being neutral, is often very toxic. Examine your life 
and your general life-style. What do you see that supports 
the Work you are setting out to do, and what do you realize 
stunts and thwarts it? Can you change any of these? How? 

 
 
 
 
 

1.           In a quiet place apart, after settling yourself into a relaxed  
position, and opening yourself to the Presence of God, begin 
a process of breathing. Allow the normal flow of inhaling 
and exhaling to be a kind of “breath prayer” which allows 
your whole being to pray, taking in the Presence of God, 
and giving it back as a gift to the creation around you. 
Practice this form of prayer daily, or as often as you can. 

2.           After becoming familiar with “breath prayer” and allowing 
it to still and quieten your inner self, sit for awhile in silence 
and be a “watcher” of what goes on within you. Do not 
judge or criticize the process; simply observe it. Offer 
whatever you observe in your thoughts, states of emotion, 
reactions and responses to God. In that watching and self-
offering you are becoming inwardly aware. 
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3.           Helminski makes the crucial point that spiritual practice can 

be strengthened in community. This can fruitfully involve 
regular worship, and it can also involve you in a community 
of support through the practice of contemplative prayer. If 
you have no such community, you might ask someone of 
like mind and heart to join you. 

 
 
 
 

1.           ESSENTIAL SELF: The persona and personality by which 
each individual is known is not the essential Self, but the 
appearance. From the perspective of sacred Tradition, the 
essential Self may not even be known to the human knower 
since its essence is hidden in God who knows us and makes 
us known. 

 
2.           HEART: In the Semitic tradition, especially, the heart 

stands as the inner faculty of spiritual knowing and feeling. 
The heart is a place and a capacity from which we both 
receive and give spiritual life. The heart exists on the border 
between the soul and the spirit, mediating both realities. 

 
3.           SOUL: the unique construction made up over time through 

the accumulation of both inner and outer experiences 
gathered into a single whole or unit, an ego-identity which I 
call "myself" and which is known to some greater or lesser 
degree by those who also know me. 

 

Definitions 
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In order to do spiritual Work and to become mature spiritual beings, 
it is necessary to understand Reality. Our understanding (our ideas 
about reality and the way we perceive and think about what is real) 
has consequences for the way we live and, therefore, for what and 
who we eventually become. In this chapter Helminski addresses the 
underlying assumptions and perceptions by which we live in the 
modern world. He does so because it is very important to be clear 
about the modern, secular assumptions and ideas by which we live in 
contrast to a more sacred view of the world called “traditional 
wisdom.” 
 
Typically the worldview by which we live perceives only what we 
might call the surface structure of reality (the way it “looks” to us 
now on the surface). On the surface of things we perceive the world 
to be fragmented and separated because it appears that way to us and 
we seem to experience it that way, at least most of the time. 
However, according to sacred teaching, that is only the exterior face 
and to live only at that level is to become fragmented in oneself. 
Below the surface, in the deep structure of the universe, is another 
reality, a single, creative Energy, connecting all things into a great, 
unitary Whole. To know that Reality, and to live by its energies is to 
awaken latent human capacities that remain asleep for most people. 
 
Our author begins the task of teaching us how to awaken and live by 
the “truth” of the universe which exists beyond the “illusion” that 
appears at the surface. Many insights into seeing and living deep 
truth are given in this chapter. Like all insights, however, they must 
be practiced in actual experience before they can be fully known. The 
purpose of this book and the accompanying manual is to provide you 
with a means of putting these truths to work deep inside your own 
being through experience. This work will not only strengthen your 
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understanding, but will allow those innate capacities which are part 
of your original creation to emerge. It will also create new 
capabilities which are the result of our work with the Spirit who 
causes us to transcend our original design in favor of some new 
possibility which, for Christians, has been revealed to us in the life, 
death, and resurrection of Jesus. 
 
 

 
 
 

1.           Using Helminski’s descriptions, do a comparison between 
the modern view of the world and the view of traditional 
wisdom. He says that we live in the “rubble of former 
beliefs” (17). What do you make of this statement? How 
does your own personal worldview fit into his comparison? 

 
2.           Helminski also describes a natural hierarchy which he 

describes as the arrangement of the universe underlying the 
creative energy of the cosmos. Carefully outline this 
hierarchy, and when you come to the capacities of the 
higher animals and of human beings, pay special attention to 
the multiple levels of creative expression. What are these 
and how do they operate? 

 
3.           Our text talks about “true consciousness in contrast to 

passive awareness” (20). In spiritual work there is a very 
critical difference between these two. How would you 
define that difference? How does our author teach us to live 
and practice the difference between them?  

 
4.           Helminski says that the ultimate destiny of humanity is to 

“make a home in unity” (22). How has this chapter made 
you see what this might mean, especially for your own 
destiny? 

 
 
 
 
 

1.           The author makes a very interesting statement in the first 
paragraph of the chapter concerning what some call “peak 
experiences.” He says we do indeed experience the 
underlying unity of the universe, but often cannot benefit 
from that experience because it happens in a very different 
state of consciousness from our normal awareness. As you 
live over a week’s time pay special attention to those peak 
moments when you feel connected and in tune with a greater 
unity. In what state of consciousness do these moments 
seem to come? Notice how long they are sustained, how 
quickly they dissipate, and what state of consciousness 
replaces them. 
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2.           In this chapter Helminski introduces us to the “witness that 
stands apart” (20). He also describes it as a different sense 
of “I.” Examine your own experience carefully and see if 
you can experience what Helminski describes in this very 
important practice. Write down what you find out. 

 
 
 
 
 

1.           Helminski briefly describes the Sufi practice of opening to 
the knowledge of the heart (21). In some respects he 
describes the heart differently from the traditional Christian 
understanding, but the two need not contradict one another. 
What is important for contemplative life and prayer is to 
gain, first, a knowledge of your own heart as a definite 
“place” inside of your being. An experience of the “place” 
inside, a space to which you can go and remain in quiet and 
in prayer, is crucial for your spiritual life. In your time of 
quiet, whether alone or in group practice, find your heart. 
The first step is to sense its presence. Your physical heart is 
in the “region” of the spiritual heart and there are times in 
experience when you can sense its presence. For example, a 
piece of music may overwhelm you with its beauty, and you 
feel it inwardly. Or you may suddenly be caught in a 
moment of awe by some experience of the natural world, by 
some truth you are reading, or in an experience of worship. 
Hold that moment. Pay attention to what part of you is open 
and responding to the awe and the beauty. That is the place 
of your heart! Now remain there prayerfully in openness and 
in silence. Later, see if you can go back there and simply be 
in that place. Being there may not be accompanied by any 
special emotion, but you can remain at rest and at peace “in 
the heart” knowing that is it sacred ground inside of you.  

 
2.           Helminski introduces another critical practice, listening with 

the inner ear or the ear of the heart (21). This practice is, of 
course, tied to the one described above, but it is also an 
extension of finding the heart. Listening describes what you 
do when you get there. Listening at the level of the heart one 
becomes fully attentive to the divine Presence which dwells 
there. If in your practice of contemplative prayer you can 
reach the heart, then begin this first step of attentive 
listening, sitting quietly, attentively and patiently in that 
Presence, simply aware. 
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1.           ATTENTION: Attention is an ability which allows 
spiritual awareness (or consciousness) to grow. With 
conscious attention one can achieve integration and become 
strong enough to will or accomplish certain tasks upon this 
earth. 

 
2.           AWARENESS: Our circle of attention encloses a certain 

territory of awareness. Such a territory can be narrowly or 
broadly focused. It can include or exclude objects within 
that circle. Human consciousness is designed in such a way 
that it has great latitude and can contain heights and depths 
of awareness. 

 
3.           CONSCIOUSNESS: The consciousness which I call 

"myself," the awareness that can say "I am" is the ray of 
Divine Awareness which illuminates the human mind. Self-
conscious awareness is not "thought" itself, but is a 
conscious identity which watches, sees or observes the 
thought processes and all objects of thought. Consciousness 
allows us to be aware of the fact that we are conscious and 
thinking at the very moment of thought. 

Definitions 
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In this chapter Helminski contrasts the normal, everyday experience 
of human life with the possibility of another way of being human free 
from the “tyranny of the urgent” and slavery to our small, 
conditioned selves. As citizens of a democracy or as members of a 
society who have been liberated from menial tasks by our advanced 
technology we may think we are free. The fact is, however, we are 
still enslaved and perhaps, in some ways, more than we have ever 
been. It could be that our illusions of freedom must be challenged 
now more than ever before. In this chapter we see that essential 
freedom entails liberty, not from externals alone, but from ourselves. 
 
Christians are followers of a spiritual Master who also taught the way 
of freedom. Jesus said, ”If you continue in my instructions, you truly 
are my disciples, and you will know the truth, and the truth will set 
you free....So if the Son makes you free, you will be free 
indeed” (John 8:32, 36). To live in Christ’s freedom, then, is to live 
in the liberty of the I AM presence which fills the pages, of St. John’s 
Gospel, for example.  
 
In the western world we are taught to value the personality above all 
else, and we instruct people how to maximize their egoic potential, 
their power, or their public persona so as to be more successful in 
business and in meeting the demands of the modern world. Jesus 
“stood all of this on its head” in the way he lived. As Helminski 
terms it, he lived “grounded in pure Being, and not in things” (25). 
This means he was living from a Source deeper than the surface level 
of his personality or his ego, and was drawing from the great treasury 
of the divine Presence which was available to him.  
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Jesus is presented to us as one who knew how to live fully in the 
Presence of God, and expressed that Presence both in word and in 
action. In the Gospels, Jesus often manifests a particular quality of 
the I AM presence by giving it a name, for example; life, shepherd, 
water, bread, etc. In every instance he is helping us understand that 
the richness and the beauty of a life lived from a higher Source (and 
not simply from one’s personality or ego), is lived united to the 
Presence of the One he called Abba (Father). 
 
Despite what we may think or what the propaganda of our age tells 
us, living in this “selfless” way does not make us a victim. Instead, it 
provides a certain kind of “invulnerability in relation to outer 
things” (25). This is what is referred to in Christian spirituality as 
detachment (or in Greek, apeithia), learning to live freely, in a non-
attached way. People often think that this means a person must seek 
to escape from the world, but that is false. As our author points out, it 
means living in the world, but not from it. This is, of course, as 
essential to Christian teaching as it is to the teaching and practice of 
Sufism. 
 

 
 
 
 

1.           The spiritual life is described as a balanced life. The inside 
of our being and the outside of our lives are in balance. 
Often, however, we feel unbalanced and “out-of-center.” 
Describe what your life looks like and feels like when it is 
balanced and when it is not. 

 
2.           Either you “are” or you “have” a personality. Using the 

insights of this chapter, which is it, would you say? Describe 
your personality in words, and then, as best you can, 
describe how it got to be that way. 

 
3.           In this chapter Helminski writes in some detail about the 

difference between slavery and freedom. He ties his ideas to 
the notion of our personalities or egoic selves, and the larger 
Self which he describes as our essence. Using his words and 
your own, define both, and tell why one is usually so 
enslaved and the other is free. What qualities and conditions 
do each possess? 

 
4.           How dependent are you upon “outer things,” outer 

reinforcements? Would your mate agree with you, or your 
closest friends? 
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1.           You have the opportunity this week to watch yourself living 

from a more superficial part of you or from the “essence” 
beyond the ego (or the personality). Can you detect the 
difference? Give examples of what it looks like and feels 
like when you live from each part and what the reactions 
and responses of people and life around to each one are like. 
Be very observant. 

 
2.           When you notice that you are acting from the “conditioned” 

part of yourself that just automatically “reacts that way” see 
if you can, as Helminski describes it, “slip away out of” or 
“let go of” that normal reaction and get free (25, 27). What 
happens? What reactions occur both inside and outside of 
you when you manage it? 

 
3.           Helminski introduces us to the practice of “the conservation 

of energy” (26). He says that we waste a lot of our creative 
energy on things that don’t matter, and so we spend it 
thoughtlessly. Reread this section and see if you notice the 
truth of it in your own experience. Practice “conserving 
energy” in the way he describes it by taking a step back 
from the world of attraction, comparison, and dependence 
on externals. Remember the vitality within and connect with 
it. Our aim is to learn to act from Spirit, rather than our egos 
(26). Pick a strategic place and time, with a person or 
situation where you feel that it might be possible to do this 
and see what happens. Write about it in your journal as an 
experiment. 

 
 
 
 

 
1.           In this chapter the author speaks about consciousness as “a 

field of awareness that includes both the contents of an 
experience and the one who experiences” (24). One of the 
purposes of contemplative prayer is to expand and change 
the consciousness of the individual who prays. The result is 
often an expansion that allows awareness beyond our 
absorption in the affairs of daily life and includes both the 
contents of experience and ourselves as the one who 
experiences them. In a time of prayer alone, allow your 
awareness to expand beyond the narrow focus of your 
thoughts. First extend them to all the parts in and around 
your body.  

 
              Can you, for example, imagine the space between your 

fingers, and toes, and around and inside your head, 
nose, chest, shoulders, arms, hands abdomen, hips, 
legs, and feet?  Then expand your awareness to include 
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your whole body at once, then the space around your 
body, then the room in which you sit, and the house or 
building, then all of the sounds and sensations that 
come from your immediate surroundings. Allow your 
consciousness to expand beyond the building to the 
environment which holds it, the land and places 
surrounding you, the wider world beyond, the state, the 
country, the hemisphere, the world, and the space 
around and beyond it. See if you can imagine at the 
same time you are aware of all of this, the emotions 
and other sensations of your body and feelings and that 
simultaneously you can be aware of it all. Then open 
your eyes slowly and remain quietly attentive in such 
an expanded state of awareness.  

 
              (See also: Open Focus Awareness Meditation 

which is suitable for group meditation.) 
 
2.           In this chapter the author uses the illustration of the “water 

of life.” In this exercise of Praying with Scripture, read 
slowly and thoughtfully the following text of Scripture. 
After reading it out loud, sit for a time allowing your mind’s 
eye to see its images in relationship to you. Using the 
questions as a guide, in your mind and heart think through 
the truth of this passage as it applies to you. 

 
                            Jesus took the road through the region of Samaria, 

and passed by the city of Sychar, near the lands that Jacob 
had given to his son Joseph, where there was a spring 
called the Well of Jacob. Wearied from his journey, Jesus 
rested at noon beside the well, and a woman came out from 
the city to draw water, and so Jesus asked her, "May I have 
a drink?"  

                            The Samaritan woman replied, "How is it that you, 
a Jew, asks water from a Samaritan woman?" 

                            Jesus answered her, "If only you recognized the 
divine gift, and who it is that asks you for a drink, you would 
have requested him instead to give you flowing water." 

                            She asked, "How is that, Sir? You have no vessel 
and the well is deep. From where do you get your 'flowing 
water?' Are you greater, in fact than our father Jacob who 
gave us this well and who himself drank from it along with 
his children and livestock?" 

                            Jesus answered her, "Everyone who drinks from 
this well will thirst again, but whoever drinks of the water I 
provide, will not thirst throughout this age, for the water 
which I give will well up within like a fountain and flow into 
the Age eternal.” 

                            The woman replied, "Sir, give me this water to 
drink so that I never become thirsty nor need come again to 
draw from this well.” 
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A.          Take a position in this story. Are you the woman at 

the well, a bystander listening to the story, or 
someone else? As you listen to the words in the 
narrative, what strikes you the most, that is closest 
to home in your own experience and 
understanding? 

              B.          Are you thirsting for this water? In what way? 
              C.          How will the Messiah give it to you? 
              D.          Where will this water be once you begin to drink? 
 
 

 
 
 

1.           DETACHMENT: A term for the inner loosening of 
addictive and often overwhelming dependence upon those 
tendencies which control and dominate the ego. Egoic 
attachment to many influences, things, desires, and 
tendencies so distorts the inner world of a human being that 
there is often little freedom left. Freedom then can only be 
gained by a severing of (or a stepping back from) those ties, 
called detachment. Normally detachment is gained through 
spiritual practice. 

 
2.           PERSONALITY: Although personality is undoubtedly 

rooted in the substructure of genetic and temperamental 
stability, personality itself is a surface structure form of 
human being. It is a social construct made up out of  a life-
time of interaction in and with familial and social events. 
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This exercise is designed to be used with a mentor or leader in a 
group setting. People are instructed to lie on their backs on the floor 
in a semi-dark room where the meditation is given. Instruction 
should be given ahead that this will be a guided meditation allowing 
them to expand their focus of awareness in such a way that they do 
not lose contact with themselves, but expand that contact to include 
more than simply an awareness of the ego. If anyone has trouble with 
the meditation, they are simply to stop following the instructions and 
to lie quietly with their own thoughts until the meditation is complete. 
After the meditation is concluded have each person share their 
experience. 
 
Can you imagine the space between your eyes? 
Can you experience the volume of your whole head? 
Is it possible for you to imagine the distance between your ears? 
Is it possible to imagine the space between the tip of your nose and 

the back of your head? 
Can you imagine the distance between your eyes and the back of 

your neck? 
Are you able to imagine the space inside your nose? 
Is it possible for you to imagine the space inside your throat as you 

inhale and exhale naturally? 
Can you imagine the space inside your whole respiratory system as 

you inhale and exhale naturally? 
Are you able to imagine that any emotions and bodily feelings can be 

experienced simultaneously with this question? 
Can you imagine the space inside your mouth and throat? 
Are you able to imagine the volume of your whole neck? 
Is it possible for you to imagine the distance between your shoulders? 
Is it possible for you to imagine the volume of your upper arm? 
Can you experience the space inside your elbows? 
Are you able to imagine the volume of your lower arm? 
Can you imagine the volume of your wrists, hands, and fingers? 
Can you feel the region occupied by your hands and fingers? 
Can you imagine the space between your thumb and first finger? 
Are you able to imagine the space between your first finger and 

middle finger, your middle finger and fourth finger, your 
fourth finger and little finger? 

Can you feel the region between all your fingers simultaneously? 
Are you able to imagine that all your thumbs and fingers are filled 

with space? 
Is it possible for you to imagine that the region between the tips of 

your fingers and your wrists is filled with space? 
Can you imagine the region between your shoulders is filled with 

space? 
Are you able to imagine the space inside your throat is coextensive 

with the space between your shoulders and in your 
shoulders and arms, hands and fingers? 

Open Focus Awareness Meditation:  
For Group Practice 
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Can you imagine the distance between your eyes and your stomach? 
Is it possible for you to imagine that your lower abdomen is filled 

with space? 
Can you imagine that the region between your hips is filled with 

space? 
Are you able to imagine that the region of your hips is filled with 

space? 
Are you able to imagine the volume of your lower back and hips? 
Is it possible for you to feel the volume of your upper legs? 
Can you imagine the distance between your hips and your knees? 
Are you able to imagine the volume of your knees and calves? 
Is it possible for you to imagine your ankles and feet filled with 

space? 
Can you imagine the volume of your feet and your toes? 
Are you able to imagine toes filled with space? 
Can you imagine your body from the stomach down filled with 

space, including your abdomen, hips, legs, knees, feet and 
toes? 

Is it possible for you to imagine the space between your legs? 
Is it possible for you to feel the volume of your legs, feet and toes 

and between and around your lower body? 
Is it possible for you to imagine feeling your whole body 

simultaneously? 
At the same time can you imagine the space around, between, behind 

and in front of your whole body? 
At the same time that you are imagining the space inside your whole 

body and the space all around it, between your fingers and 
toes, behind your neck and back, above your head and 
beneath your body (or chair, if you are sitting), can you 
imagine the space inside your body and outside being 
coextensive? 

Are you able to imagine that the boundaries between the space inside 
and the space outside your body and around it are becoming 
one continuous and unified space? 

Is it possible for you to experience this space including you and also 
the distance between you and your neighbor? 

Are you able to imagine at the same time that this unified space 
which includes you and your neighbor is filled with sounds 
and vibrations? 

At the same time that you imagine this unified space can you imagine 
yourself simultaneously letting yourself attend equally to all 
the sounds that are available to you: the sound of my voice, 
the sounds issuing from you and the other participants in 
this session, and any other sound you might be able to hear? 

Are you able to imagine that at the same time you are attending to the 
space and the sounds you can also simultaneously attend to 
any emotions, tensions, feelings or pains that might also be 
present? 

Can you imagine that at the same time that you are aware of the 
space, the sounds and the emotions and other bodily 
feelings, you can also be simultaneously aware of this whole 
room, the walls, floors and ceiling? 
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Is it possible for you to experience the space and volume of this 
whole building, and the building as part of the volume and 
space of  the _______________? 

Is it possible for you to imagine the whole region of ____________ 
and __________? 

Can you expand your imagination out to include the distance 
between _________ and the city of ___________? 

Can you imagine the whole state of __________? 
Is it possible for you to experience the space connected with that 

realization? 
Can you imagine the space of the entire United States?  
Is it possible for you to imagine the planet earth? 
Can you imagine the distance between the earth and the sun?  
Can you experience the entirety of the solar system? 
Can you expand that to include the whole universe? 
When you open your eyes in a few moments you will be aware 

simultaneously not only of yourself, but of the space and 
volume that surrounds you and which includes you. 

You may open your eyes. 
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This beautiful chapter puts us in touch with the highest understanding 
of Divine Reality. It also gives us the special fragrance of Islamic 
spirituality. The chapter begins with a powerful set of poetic images 
from Rumi and ends with other powerful images expressed when 
Helminski’s teacher visits Rumi’s tomb in Konya, Turkey. Between 
these sets of images are descriptions and definitions of the power of 
Being, the divine Source of our humanity.  
 
Helminski tells us that the deep center of ourselves is nothing less 
than the Center of all Being. There is therefore a correspondence 
between what is closest to us (our own center), and the most 
transcendent of all realities, the Divine Center. This correspondence 
helps us to understand the transcendence and the immanence of God 
which are in mutual complementarity. Immanence and 
transcendence, as Helminski says, come together at a cross point 
within us “where the horizontal force of active choice meets the 
vertical force of Being” (31). This image is also a part of the 
Christian symbolism of the cross, which is a meeting point that takes 
place both within historical time and within ourselves.  
 
As Muslims say, the wholly Other, the transcendent Holy One is, 
paradoxically, “nearer to us than our jugular vein.” An understanding 
of this connection between the nearness and the transcendence of 
God inside of us is critical if we are to become full or complete 
human beings. The very qualities which make us human do not 
originate in us as such. They flow from the divine Source, the Being 
of God. To know that Source at our center, then, is to become a 
person of highest spiritual quality. 
 
Our world has become so focused upon quantitative and outward 
things that we lose the sense of inner quality. We amass outer 
treasures, but forget the “one thing necessary,” the treasures of the 
heart, which are the divine qualities flowing through us. Both 
Christian and Islamic teaching say that these highest qualities are 
what make us theomorphic beings, made in the image and likeness 
of God. Divine Life (what we might call “primary Being”), expressed 

Chapter 6 

The Power of Being 
Reading Assignment pp. 29-33 
 



 

32 

through us is full of compassion or love because God is this quality. 
We become loving and compassionate, therefore, when we are united 
to God. To express the rich mercy and generosity of God as a human, 
then, is to know the greatest fulfillment possible. This love completes 
us,  for as the Scriptures say we are made perfect (or completed) 
through love (I John 4:12). 
 

 
 
 
 

1.           Ask yourself, “What is my basic definition of happiness? 
What makes me happy?” List its ingredients or contents of 
happiness. How does your definition conform or conflict 
with the definition Helminski gives (29)? How does he 
describe the normal problem we have when we apply our 
own human definitions of happiness? 

 
2.           Helminski asserts that “...every state is...within us” (29). 

This means that all the states of happiness or unhappiness 
we experience are not caused by anything on the outside of 
ourselves, but by what is on the inside. Can this be true? 
How in your experienced is this true? What does this have 
to do with the problem of projection? 

 
3.           What is the relationship between the “inner journey” (our 

movement toward our own deep interiority) and our 
experience in the outer world (the “outer journey”)? 
Helminski indicates a very interesting correlation between 
these two journeys. Describe it in your own words. 

 
4.           Much of the content of this chapter could be summed up in 

the discussion between quantity versus quality. We find it 
fairly easy to measure quantities. Quality, however, is much 
more difficult either to measure or to define. Helminski 
relates quality to integrity and also to finer energy. How 
would you describe what he means by these terms, and our 
own deep human need to find them and live with them?  

 
 
 
 

1.           In this chapter our author speaks about the need to give 
attention to Being itself. He states that we become so 
absorbed by all the things that  call for and monopolize our 
attention that Being is neglected. Yet it is Being that gives 
everything its “fragrance,” its essence. Be a “watcher,” an 
observer of your own state of attention. See if, in the course 
of a day, you can detect when you are absorbed by all the 
secondary, “horizontal” events which cause you to forget 
Being, and when you are in touch with Being as a deep, 
“vertical” center within you. In your journal describe what 
you find. 

 

Questions for Reflection 
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2.           When we allow ourselves to be absorbed in things, thoughts, 
feelings, or “all this excitement” the result, our text says, is 
that “without Being our activity becomes chaotic, 
delinquent, purposeless and wasteful” (31). See if in your 
experience this is true. Watch for those moments when you 
feel any or all of these last four traits. Write down what you 
find. 

 
3.           On the other hand, notice that, as the author describes, when 

we “act with precision” (31), some other quality also exists 
that becomes very practical and has immediate impact upon 
the outside world. Helminski states that you can see this 
precision and feel this “certain something” which is “larger 
than life” activated in such things as works of art, a well-
tended garden, and in food lovingly prepared. Where, in 
your life, do you see this precision at work? 

 
 
 
 

1.           Our text states that “Within the heart of each human being is 
a point of contact with the immeasurable dimension outside 
of all existing things” (30-31). This statement means that on 
the inside of you, in a place called the heart, is an immense 
and infinite ocean, or as Christ stated it, a great and eternal 
“kingdom.” In a state of quietness go to this place within 
yourself. Go to its shores (or to its gates) and spend time 
there in reverence, and call out to the divine Presence which 
always fills that “place.” This is a practice that we will 
return to again.  

 
2.           If daily life itself is to become prayer (where, as St. Paul 

states, we “pray without ceasing” I Thess. 5:17), and if we 
are to become channels and “servants of Spirit” (32), then 
Helminski states we must “accept being empty and 
aware” (32). These two inward states, emptiness and 
awareness, are contemplative prayer in action within daily 
life. They describe a state of inner prayer that is “without 
ceasing.” Emptiness is a state of openness to the Spirit, and 
awareness is attention to the divine Presence which fills all 
things. Like any other prayer it involves practice in daily 
life, and practice means working until we can accomplish it. 
Remember that in all our spiritual “work,” however, we are 
offered mercy. Practice these two states together calling 
upon God for mercy and grace. 

 
3.           Helminski uses the term “hidden treasure” to describe that 

which lies buried deeply within the heart (30). As a form of 
Lectio Divina (or Praying with Scripture), in a quite place 
and time read the following two parables of Jesus and 
meditate on their meaning for you. Write in your journal 
what you see, hear and understand from them. 
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                            The kingdom of heaven is like a treasure hidden in 
a field, which a person conceals after finding it. Then out of 
sheer joy they go out and sell everything they have and buy 
that field. 

                            Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant 
looking for beautiful pearls. Having found one pearl of 
exceptional beauty he went out and sold all he possessed 
and bought it (Matthew 13:44-46). 

 
 
 
 

1.           EMPTINESS: This term is used in spiritual tradition as a 
synonym for detachment or for “spiritual poverty” (Jesus’ 
“poor in spirit”). Used in this way emptiness is not a 
negative but a positive state of open unclutteredness which 
we offer to God in order to become a channel for the flow of 
Spirit into the world. 

 
2.           QUALITY: Inner essence, as opposed to exterior form and 

measurement, is quality. Quality can also be defined as the 
inner excellence, integrity, and beauty of something which 
is its true and divinely created character. When humans 
make something of high quality they are passing along the 
inner qualities which have been created in them by God and 
placing them within those objects. 

 
3.           ALCHEMY: An ancient tradition of recognizing the 

qualities and essences of things and substances, but 
especially as they relate symbolically to the soul. In its 
purest form Alchemy was a system of sacred and spiritual 
symbols about the transformation of the human soul. For 
example, the steps necessary in spiritual transformation 
were likened to the transmutation of heavy lead into brilliant 
gold. 

 
4.           MERCY: Far from being something that denigrates us, 

divine Mercy is the tender compassion of God which comes 
alongside and supports us in ways that will empower us. 
Mercy initiates strength. It is the grace of God luring us out 
of our traps and into freedom.

Definitions 
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What Helminski began in the last chapter concerning attention he 
continues and expands in important ways in this chapter. Attention 
(or the “power to attend”) is a gift made to human consciousness 
from God, but often we do not easily recognize or exercise its 
potential. Not only are we able to focus our attention, as all conscious 
creatures do, but we can think “self-reflexively,” that is, we can 
attend to our own conscious processes. The capacity to know our 
inner state of consciousness and to examine and explore the 
processes of thought is one of the apparent differences between 
animals and human beings. Most of the time, however, our conscious 
attention is trapped or absorbed which means that we are spiritually 
asleep even while mentally awake.  
 
In an awakened state, a human being has an extraordinary amount of 
“free attention” and the ability to use that attention in a voluntary 
way. He or she also has the capacity to be fully conscious of that 
which in many people remains simply unconscious. This capacity 
represents a higher level of power. A person who uses this power 
has, what the Christian Scriptures call, spiritual strength (or dunamis, 
for example: Ephesians 3:16-19). This spiritual power or strength, 
however,  comes from a source that is beyond our normal selves. It is 
a gift of Spirit which can be fully present and alive within a human 
being. This power is also associated with will and the capacity to use 
the power of will for the good.  
 
The goal of voluntary attention and the strengthening of the will is to 
create an individual in whom balance, coherence, and stability exist. 
Ultimately its purpose is to enable  a person “to keep an awareness of 
the deepest truths in the most ordinary circumstances” (38). Such a 
person is not easily coerced or distracted, and can give their attention 
to what is higher and greater even in the midst of mundane affairs 
without seeming to be distant or distracted. This kind of attention, 
therefore, strengthens communication and relationships. It was also 
the power which characterized the life of Jesus Christ and has been 
manifested in the saints of all ages and traditions.  
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As Helminski points out, however, we live in a world which “is 
governed by people capturing one another’s attention” (36). This is 
the nature of consumer society which attempts to make all of us into 
compulsive and uncontrolled consumers of material goods. American 
society and the western world, in particular, have become victims of 
an incessant commercialism which promotes its products through 
continuous appeal to our “likes or dislikes.” Almost every waking 
moment we are surrounded and harassed by the propaganda barrage 
of commercial advertisement. In the end, if we are not careful, this 
assault will destroy our attention for anything else. In some respects, 
then, we live in a culture that is more adverse to our spiritual 
becoming than perhaps any other. But at this point in time and in 
history this is also our greatest challenge. 
 
 

 
 
 

1.           Helminski makes the claim that “a human being is 
attention”  or as Rumi said it, “If your thought is a rose, you 
are a rose garden” (34). Essentially this means attention 
equals, or at least creates, being. We are the quality and 
content of our conscious attention. What occupies or fills 
our attention, and the degree to which we are conscious, 
determines who we are. Take time to think about your own 
experience and give examples of how this is true for you. 

 
2.           In this chapter we have another definition of the ego. The 

ego is defined by its preoccupation with personal likes and 
dislikes. To the degree, then, that we are at the mercy of our 
likes and dislikes we have no real freedom to give our 
attention to anything else. Think about this issue. How much 
of your life is controlled by your likes and dislikes? What 
likes and dislikes produce compulsive behavior in you, 
constraining your attention, and giving you no freedom for 
attention to anything else?  

 
3.           The author also describes a similar problem which he calls 

identification (35). In experience he describes it as losing 
the inner state we are trying to preserve and “racing out of 
control.” Carefully read his description of this experience 
and think about how it is true for you. Describe a recurring 
situation in which identification takes over and you race out 
of control. 

 
4.           Free attention is voluntarily directed by an act of choice or 

will. As Helminski says, however, our capacity for this form 
of attention is small (36). In public schools many students 
fail to learn due to “attention deficit disorder.” Undiagnosed 
and untreated a person cannot sustain attention long enough 
to learn anything. Suppose this is particularly true in 
spiritual learning and that it is true not just for a few but for 
everyone. What experiences and practices do you think God 
uses to help treat this disorder and to strengthen our 
capacities for sustained attention? 

Questions for Reflection 
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1.           The practice of sustained or voluntary attention can not only 
free us from our likes and dislikes, it can also help us to 
bring balance to our lives. With its power “to organize the 
lower energies and lend them a coherence they themselves 
lack”  it can stabilize us (36). The first step in gaining 
freedom from the tyranny of the ego Helminski says, is to 
create an “impartial observer” (35). Earlier we have called 
this the “watcher” which allows “you” to step back and 
watch yourself feeling, thinking and acting. In some 
traditions this capacity is also called “double awareness.” 
How strong is this capacity and practice in you? You could 
increase it by setting aside certain times every day to 
intentionally practice it. 

 
2.           Using the capacity of the “impartial observer” take time for 

a day to watch one of the major directions attention can 
take: the inner, the outer, the narrow and the wide. Write 
down what you discover and compare your findings with 
someone who is also practicing.  

 
3.           Later in the chapter Helminski talks about “two-way 

attention” and its capacity to strengthen both 
communication and human relationships. How does he 
define two-way attention and the breakdown of 
communication in relationships when we fail to use it (37)? 
Pick an opportunity to talk with a friend or companion and 
use the practice of “two-way attention.” Describe the results. 
Be aware of other times when you have failed to use this 
form of attention. What resulted from that experience? 
Write out your findings. 

 
 
 
 

1.           In chapter three we defined and described the practice of 
“breath prayer.” This practice used breathing as a way of 
focusing attention in prayer. In this chapter Helminski states 
that “We can sustain a sense of our physical presence 
through being aware of sense impressions: sounds, touch, 
smell, our own bodiliness, and especially our 
breathing” (37). This practice may not sound very spiritual. 
However, not to have this fundamental awareness as a 
foundation will mean that we keep getting trapped by 
hindrances that remain unconscious to us. If we have no 
capacity for physical awareness, our spiritual awareness will 
be sabotaged by unconscious physical forces. If we are to 
gain full attention, we should extend our awareness of 
breathing, as our author suggests, to sounds, touch, seeing, 
and smell. Practice these other aspects of awareness in 
silence. Later practice them in the midst of daily life. 
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2.            The chapter ends with a delightful personal story 

concerning one of Helminski’s instructors. Read the story 
slowly and imagine it happening to you. Feel the feelings 
he describes in the way that you would know them. You 
might review a similar experience of being rewarded or 
blamed and the inner feelings you experienced. Intuitively 
reach out to understand what Helminski’s teacher was 
doing and why he did it. Seek for an intuitive grasp of how 
it would feel inwardly not to be raised to great heights by 
praise or dashed to the depths through blame. 

 
 
 
 

1.           AWAKENED SELF: Semitic spirituality describes human 
beings as spiritually asleep. We are called by God, however, 
to come fully awake, and the purpose of life is to live in an 
"awakened state" through a process of growth and the 
practice of remembrance. Such a life will transform our 
egocentric self-centeredness and move us toward the 
generosity and infinitude of the Divine Self. 

 
2.           WILL: The capacity to choose and to act meaningfully and 

not reactively is the power of the will. Will is a gift of 
freedom which opens a space that is not filled with caprice 
or simple instinct. 

 
3.           BALANCE: Balance is the capacity to remain centered in 

the midst of the forces of imbalance and extremes. We live 
in a world of rapid changes and increasing imbalances and 
often in the midst of inward and outer chaos. To be balanced 
is to find the true Center that stabilizes our being.  

 
4.           COHERENCE: Coherence is the integration of disparate 

forces and elements both within and outside ourselves in 
such a way that they stay in balanced relationship. 
Coherence is a fact of the natural world, and we are invited 
to live within the balances which have been established 
within the natural order, and to manifest them consciously 
and spiritually within ourselves.

Definitions 
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In this fascinating chapter the author discloses something of his own 
spiritual autobiography and pilgrimage. Helminski describes a 
conventional religious upbringing within the Christian faith which 
eventually lost power for him. Subsequent to those early years he 
took important evolutionary steps beyond simple religious belief. 
This new pilgrimage continued to challenge and change both his life 
and his perceptions.  
 
Although Helminski is no longer a Christian, in this chapter he 
indicates that many of the earlier beliefs which he had set aside 
because of a simplistic understanding of them, in the faith that he 
currently practices, have gained renewed meaning. In some sense he 
has come full circle, returning to the past through numerous 
experiences of progressive understanding. Through this unfolding he 
has been able to claim something of what had originally been lost. It 
is clear that Helminski is not entirely alone in this pilgrimage. Many 
people who are currently set upon a spiritual path have had similar 
experiences. Like Helminski, many of them have found balance 
within one of the great sacred traditions. 
 
Helminski speaks about a particular teacher, G. I. Gurdjieff and of 
his encounter with the Fourth Way. During the twenties and thirties 
this teacher emerged mysteriously in the West and had considerable 
influence upon various spiritual circles. Gurdjieff claimed roots in 
Sufism, but never demonstrated that he was truly representative of a 
traditional Islamic path. For that reason many adherents of sacred 
traditions today, including many Sufis, feel that he had in some sense 
deviated from his roots and was, therefore, somewhat untrustworthy. 
Nevertheless many of his practices, including his emphasis upon the 
Fourth Way, have had great positive impact upon people. 
One of the illustrations coming from the spiritual traditions of the 
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Middle East which Helminski uses of this Fourth Way has to do with 
the mirror. It is a favorite image of Sufism. In his account of the 
progression within meditation he allows this image to illustrate how 
one eventually moves from the content of consciousness to conscious 
attention to Being itself, or from the reflection in the mirror to the 
mirror itself. Ultimately, through the practice of meditation one 
moves to its final mode, becoming a reflector of cosmic wholeness. 
As attention is refined, inner focusing occurs. The false self collapses 
and the true self “begins to feel like a unique point of view of the 
Whole, a reflector of cosmic awareness” (45). It is important to 
remember that this same perception is shared by a multitude of 
Christian saints and mystics. 
 

 
 
 
 

1.           Each one of us have two biographies. One is a history of the 
sequence of historic events happening to us on the outside. 
The other is a spiritual biography that parallels our external 
history in some respects, but has a trajectory all of its own. 
Briefly describe (or outline) the basic events of your inner 
biography. 

 
2.           In two places the author mentions qualities of human being 

that are of the highest value because, ultimately, they are 
rooted within the divine Ground. List these qualities and 
write your own definition or description of what they 
actually look like in a human being. Then think of a person 
that seems to manifest each quality most clearly for you and 
describe how it appears to you. 

 
3.           Helminski speaks about the value of moving beyond the 

unconscious identification of one’s awareness with 
thoughts, events and “the subjective experiences that life on 
earth offers” (43). To experience transcendence as a human 
being, he says, will have impact upon three critical areas: 
consciousness, will, and creativity. Think about these three, 
and how Helminski understands a breakthrough in 
identification to measurably change consciousness, will and 
creativity. You might look for clues to his understanding 
throughout this chapter and in the chapters preceding this 
one. 

 
4.           Quality of life, life style, and behavioral change either 

support and accommodate heightened spiritual awareness or 
they do not. How would you assess our cultural life style in 
this regard and what areas of your own life do you see that 
support or defeat your spiritual goals? Make a careful 
appraisal.   
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1.           By definition we are ignorant of our “blind spots.” It is only 
later, through hindsight, that we can see what was altogether 
hidden from view. Helminski acknowledges that at various 
stages of his spiritual pilgrimage he developed tendencies of 
amorality and aloofness as a result of a limited level of 
spiritual awareness (42). Have you ever noticed the same 
tendencies have developed in yourself as a result of the 
limitations of religious or other perspectives? What were 
these? Do any linger now and can you see their results? 
Often we are reminded of the existence of these tendencies 
by the misunderstandings and dilemmas of our relationships. 
What recurring difficulties might be alerting you to a blind 
spot? 

 
2.           Choose a period of normal, daily activity and move through 

it without “interpreting experience and constructing 
meanings” (44). See if in that period you can simply “be” 
without expectation, opinion, and desire. Go beyond 
identification of your consciousness with the contents of 
experience. Helminski indicates that a breakthrough is 
achieved when we can not only practice this form of 
attention, but also begin to value it as a significant part of 
our daily lives. 

 
3.           As Helminski points out, compulsive habits of thought 

based upon fear, desire, neediness and self-centeredness 
(45), often results in an excessive degree of unconscious 
suffering in ordinary life (43). Remembrance or mindfulness 
(which is the goal of the previous exercise) helps to 
ameliorate this suffering and to change our quality of life for 
the better. In a state of mindfulness examine your own 
experience in light of these remarks. How much of your life 
is taken up with unconscious suffering that is the result of 
fear, desire, neediness, and self-centeredness? In that same 
state can you see the lessening of this suffering or its causes 
within you? 

 
 
 
 

1.           In this chapter the author describes the simplest form of 
meditation as requiring two things: “a body that is still and 
relaxed, and an object to focus attention on.” Following his 
instruction, find a place of solitude and a comfortable sitting 
position. Spend a few moments allowing yourself to “let go” 
and relax. Then bring the focus of your attention to an object 
of meditation. It might be a religious object, an icon, a word 
held in the mind, or a symbol. For example one of the most 
intense objects of Christian meditation is the symbolism of 
the cross. Using this symbol, as an example, allow your 
mind to concentrate on the form and meaning of the Celtic 
cross. 
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2.           Helminski teaches a form of meditation using breathing 

combined with a mental focus upon the sacred words, I Am 
(44). Read his explanation and take time to practice this 
important form of prayer remembering that these words, as 
we have said earlier, are the focus of many of the statements 
of Jesus particularly in the Gospel of St. John. When Jesus 
says “I Am...” he is not speaking from his ego. It is the 
divine will and heart of God speaking in and through him as 
the Logos (the Word). When we also use these words in 
prayer and meditation, it is similar. The divine Self which 
transcends our own ego is given opportunity to speak them 
through us. 

 
3.           Read Rumi’s poem at the beginning of this chapter (40). Sit 

quietly and meditate upon its meaning. In a state of open 
awareness and attention, allow its words to speak to you. 
First, determine the overall meaning of the poem. Second, 
describe what part of it speaks most deeply to you. 

 
 
 
 
 

1.           IDENTIFICATION: Helminski uses this word to indicate 
“the state of the ‘I’ without presence.” The term, 
identification, represents the close relationship between who 
we imagine ourselves to be and the content of our thoughts, 
feelings and actions. Often we are nothing other than these. 
We are so closely absorbed by them that they entirely define 
us. In this case, such identification so restricts and narrows 
us that we cannot reach our full, created potential. 

 
2.           MEDITATION: The prayerful act of bringing one's 

spiritual intellect (one’s faculty to understand spiritual 
truths) into the presence of truth itself is one important 
definition of meditation. The purpose of meditation is that a 
person might understand truth in an inward way through the 
spiritual intellect. 

 
3.           VIRTUE: Virtue is the qualitative essence of being human 

that transcends instinct or temperament. Through spiritual 
growth various capacities and qualities, known as virtues, 
come into being which are a gift shared with us from the 
Divine Nature. 
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One characteristic feature of all the great sacred traditions is that they 
share a high vision of what it means to be a human being. As the 
author, Jacob Needleman has said, in its present state humanity “sells 
itself short.” Like Esau, we give away our great birthright for a 
temporal “bowl of porridge.”  To live only in and for the moment is 
to “eat out of a very small bowl” and to remain estranged from the 
sacred vision of who we are and what we are meant to become. 
Christianity is very certain of this vision, and because of it, its 
injunctions are very exacting. Jesus, for example, spoke of the tragic 
loss of a life lived for itself alone, 
 

Jesus told his disciples, “If any want to become my 
followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross 
and follow me. For those who want to save their life will 
lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it. 
For what will it profit them if they gain the whole world but 
forfeit their life? What can they give in return for their life? 
(Matthew 16:24-26) 

 
The phrase “save (or lose) their life” is very interesting in the original 
language. The word for “life” in the Gospel is psyche, which could 
be easily translated as “ego.” Jesus is not concerned here about 
martyrdom or physical death. His focus is upon the egoic or lower 
nature of our being as opposed to the higher nature (or essential self) 
which can be fully known when the lower nature “dies.” Throughout 
his text Helminski has given numerous definitions for the lower 
nature in us, but he says correctly that “It wants whatever will 
support its illusions, and it hates and fears whatever threatens its 
illusions” which is what makes it so difficult to dislodge. It will even 
sabotage true spiritual teaching and the process of transformation, if 
it can. 
 

Chapter 9 

The Tyranny  
of the False Self 

Reading Assignment pp. 46-56 
 



 

44 

The way of transformation, Helminski knows, is through love. Again, 
this is part of the central teaching of Jesus. He uses the three critical 
words for love found in the Christian Scriptures: eros (or desire), 
philos (or friendship), and agape (unconditional love, 52). Only God 
can shatter the tyranny of the ego, but he does it through the 
metamorphosis of love. Ultimately this brings about “egoic death,” 
which seems to be Jesus’ point in the Gospel. In the end, however, 
what is given up returns transformed through resurrection. This is the 
high vision of Christianity, and it is the ultimate goal spoken about 
by all authentic, sacred traditions. The term “self-
transcendence” (understood as “ego-transcendence”), in this context 
can be seen as the objective of all true spiritual teaching and 
discipline, which, as Jesus taught, lead us from the small self to our 
eternal Self in God. 
 

 
 
 

1.           In this chapter Helminski explores many of the psycho-
spiritual complications and hindrances of modern life. We 
are beset in the contemporary world with many obstacles to 
growth. These come in the form of psychological difficulties 
and spiritual obstructions. Helminski mentions childhood 
traumas, women’s issues, alcoholism, addiction, sexuality, 
boundary violations, and problems of victimization, to name 
a few. Using Helminski’s analysis throughout this chapter 
make a list of these problems and describe them in your own 
terms. Add other items that you have experienced as blocks 
to spiritual progress. 

 
2.           Helminski defines “balanced spiritual teaching” in this 

chapter in a very helpful way (49). What is that balance? 
Can you give examples that show this balance, or other 
examples which illustrate imbalanced spiritual teachings? 
How has Christianity manifested both? 

 
3.           The problem of the ego as defined by the spiritual traditions 

is deep and difficult since we must each pass through the 
necessary stage of ego formation. It could be inferred from 
all that has been said so far that the ego is of no value 
whatsoever, something useless and to be thrown away. But 
is this true? Using this chapter can you explain how the ego 
can be both a positive and necessary force, but also negative 
and false? In spiritual teaching it is important to achieve this 
balance in our understanding. 

 
 
 
 

1.           “Egotism,” Helminski states, “is difficult to see when we 
most need to see it; this is because we are identified with it 
at the moment that it has its greatest effect on us” (54). He 
then lists six common modalities that the ego takes. Using 
these six, choosing perhaps one a day, evaluate whether or 
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not this modality is true for you and to what degree. Watch 
yourself and see under what circumstances this modality is 
most likely to act out its agenda upon the stage of your life. 
Write out your findings. 

 
2.           In place of the “I-ness” with which we live most of our 

lives, we can substitute the possibility of a “we-ness.” This 
is difficult to do especially when our “I” is under attack or is 
seeking for a position of justified (or unjustified) advantage. 
This exercise is difficult because it demands a 
relinquishment we are often reluctant to give. During the 
week, in a circumstance of your daily life, when you are 
seeking to advance the “I” at the expense of “we,” stop and 
reverse course. Deliberately “undermine the structure of fear 
and selfishness” which stands in back of your attempt to 
gain advantage. As a strategy, simply let your advantage go 
and watch what happens both inside and outside of yourself. 
Record your findings. 

 
 
 
 

1.           At the conclusion of this chapter Helminski makes the 
statement, “The submission of the lower self to the higher 
Self, of the self to the Whole in each moment becomes the 
central fact of existence. Submission is to live for one’s 
Self--the eternal I--not for one’s ego” (56). Using this quote 
as a guide for understanding, take time to meditate upon St. 
Paul’s enigmatic words, I am crucified with Christ, 
nevertheless I live, and yet not I, it is Christ who lives in me, 
and the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of 
God who loved me and gave himself for me (Gal. 2:20). 

 
2.           Many of the prayers within the Christian tradition express 

the submission of our being to the will and love of God. 
Such submission need not be servile nor demeaning, but can 
be offered in awe and worship, becoming the joyous prayer 
of the heart. Using one of the prayers listed below, begin 
each day praying it ten times, using your fingers as counters. 
End the day in the same manner. Between the morning and 
the evening bring this prayer gently to mind and repeat it as 
often as possible. 

 
 
                            Holy God,  
                            Holy and Mighty,  
                            Holy Immortal One 
                            Have mercy upon me. 
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                            Into your hands, O Lord,  
                            I commend my spirit; 
                            For you have redeemed me,  
                            My Lord and My God. 
 
 
                            My life is always in your hand, 
                            For truly you are the joy of my heart. 
 

 
 
 
 

1.           DESIRE: One important characteristic of human nature is 
the sense of inner longing and desire. Deep within is a 
constant craving and desire which does not seem to be 
satisfied by any finite thing. So the longing persists. The 
sacred tradition calls this desire eros and speaks of it 
originating in God. Eros is a divine implant and can only be 
filled, it is said, by the infinitude of God’s own being. All 
other, lesser desires continue only to leave us hungry and 
ultimately unsatisfied. 

 
2.           EGO: The "personality" which I call "myself" is an ego-

identity which both I and others know as a uniquely formed 
individuality built over time. The ego is therefore a "social 
construct" made up out of the bits and pieces of our 
experience from all the reactions and responses that we 
make in the circumstances of life. Also, the ego has two 
faces: one "face" it turns toward the world wearing many 
masks, the other remains hidden and is known only to itself. 

 
3.           LOVE: The founding "law" or principle of the universe is 

love. It is the basis of all created forms and creative 
energies. Love is the contrary of self-centeredness. It 
transcends the narrow confines of the egoic self and reaches 
out beyond its eccentricity to embrace and serve all. 

 
4.           TRANSFORMATION: We are eternal creatures in 

temporal form. Our ultimate being does not reside in the 
finite world, though it is meant to have a temporal and 
physical existence. The ultimate mode of human being is a 
form so transcendent to this one, that if we saw it now it 
would hardly to be recognized. We are presently in 
transitional form, and what we will be is hidden as a secret 
in God. 

Definitions 
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In the last chapter, Helminski led us into an examination of the false 
self. In contrast, in this chapter he helps us to explore what he calls 
the essential Self. In his opening remarks he asks a series of very 
important questions, ones that many people in the modern world ask 
when they begin to explore spirituality. It is common to disbelieve 
that there is anything to religious phenomenon other than a subjective 
illusion. We are empirically prejudiced. Our culture teaches us that 
anything that cannot be proven by the senses is unreal or false, but as 
Helminski demonstrates, much of what we consider most precious 
and most human falls outside of mere sense perception. 
 
In this chapter we come to understand a fundamental viewpoint of all 
the great sacred traditions; as we presently exist, human beings are in 
some deep sense asleep. We are in a state of “waking sleep,” and the 
result is that we interpret every sensation from that state. Like a 
dreamer, we interpret all reality according to our  inner state of 
“sleeping” consciousness. We can know nothing, therefore, except 
what our state of consciousness allows. All knowledge is “state 
dependent.” There are many things that we are not yet adequate to 
know because the state of our consciousness hides them. 
 
In this chapter Helminski outlines the growth (or evolution) of our 
soul from being a “false self” to the full realization of the “essential 
Self.” To illustrate, he uses the traditional structure of seven stages 
taught in the Sufi tradition. Most traditions have similar structures 
which describe the stages of growth through which we spiritually 
evolve toward mature, spiritual adulthood. Just because we are 
psycho-physical adults does not mean that we are spiritually mature. 
We assume so, but again the sacred traditions say we are as yet 
“unborn,” needing birth and, more importantly, needing to “grow up” 
into spiritual adulthood (Read Jesus conversation with Nichodemus 
in John 3).  
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We are meant to become adult sons and daughters of God; this is our 
essential Self. In the Christian tradition it was this image that was 
acted out before us in the person of Jesus Christ, who personified the 
essential Self living as an adult Son of God. To be this sort of human 
being is to come to the “root of the root of your Self” as Rumi 
expresses it so powerfully in the final poem of the chapter. God is the 
root of the root of our true Self. In God lies the essence of our being. 
All true virtue flows from that Center which potentially can remain 
fully open as the source and spring of all Life within us. 
 

 
 
 
 

1.           In this chapter, once again, Helminski adds much to our 
understanding of what the false self and the essential Self is. 
What have you learned from this chapter that supplements 
your understanding of both the false and the essential Self? 

 
2.           Each of us has had the experience of suddenly awakening to 

some intellectual, experiential or emotional world to which 
we had previously been asleep (or of which we were 
unaware). Before that moment we had seen things in one 
particular way, certain “that was the way it was.” But then, 
by surprise, we found ourselves in a wholly different world 
of thought and perception. Describe such an experience as it 
has happened to you and how it illustrates Helminski’s point 
that, “What we experience is dependent upon our state of 
consciousness” (58).  

 
3.           Examine the seven stages of spiritual growth outlined in this 

chapter and ponder your own experience. What stages have 
you definitely experienced? Describe what that experience 
has been for you. What stages are you unsure of and why? 
What stages are clearly ahead of you on your way to 
spiritual maturity?  

 
 
 
 

1.           Helminski describes the essential human attributes of Being, 
Doing, Living, Knowing, Speaking, Hearing, and Loving 
(59). If we lived from our essential Self, he says, all the 
qualities that we need to live an abundant life flow from 
these attributes. In this sense we become a channel for the 
creative power of the universe, which is our right and 
privilege as a human being. In the context of daily 
experience examine yourself being, doing, living, knowing, 
speaking,...etc. From what source does your energy come? 
Can you tell? Do you know the difference when it comes 
from your false self as distinct from your essential Self? Be 
a watcher and seek to determine the difference; then 
describe it for yourself. 
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2.           Stages Four and Five as described in the classical Sufi 
continuum speak of two states, tranquility and submission. 
Tranquility is depicted as a “conscious intimacy.” 
Submission is described as accepting each moment as it is. 
Examine your own life experience. Do either of these states 
exist in your daily life, however briefly? To live in this state 
constantly is one thing, and to experience it from time to 
time is another. How do you experience this in daily life? 
Choose a day and examine it for the experience of conscious 
intimacy with the Divine Presence. Choose another and see 
how quickly or how often you accept each moment as it is, 
submitting yourself to Reality. 

 
 
 
 

1.           On page 61 Helminski describes a practice of contemplative 
prayer that takes place in the silence of the heart. In it he 
depicts the silence behind thoughts and emotion and as the 
background of our attention. In a period of contemplative 
prayer find that silence in yourself. Be with it prayerfully 
and fully, loving the silence as the secret center of your own 
soul. 

 
2.           Later in the silence, following from the first practice, do 

what he suggests; feel love for your own being entering into 
life, and then focus on the end of your life. Hold the two 
together and begin to see the gift of the entirety of your life 
from the eyes of eternity and the love of your Creator. In 
this moment, he says, “many wounds can be healed, many 
mistakes forgiven, and many losses accepted” (61). 

 
3.           Take each stanza of Rumi’s ode to his teacher, Shams-e 

Tabriz (the Sun of Tabriz) and read it prayerfully. Let each 
line sink into your consciousness and speak its truth. Later, 
after your time of prayer, write what you have seen and 
learned. 

 
 
 
 

1.           ARCHETYPE: The ideal form of something, the original 
pattern, model and paragon of any concrete reality is origi-
nal model. Traditional systems of sacred philosophy have 
understood that the forms of temporal and material reality 
are patterned according to great archetypal realities which 
transcend their temporal forms. Such patterns exist in a 
transcendent realm, but their shadows also manifest in the 
unconsciousness of human beings.
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2.           PERFECTION: Though this term often connotes moral 

faultlessness (or sinlessness, without fault), the original term 
in the New Testament means instead, completion or fullness 
(telios). Perfection in fruit, for example, is not flawlessness. 
Instead, it means that fruit is fully ripe. A perfect rose is not 
flawless, but is one that is in full bloom. In fact, unique 
"imperfections" may even enhance its beauty. 

 
3.           UNCONSCIOUS: This word has multiple meanings. In 

spiritual terms this has to do with a lack of awareness or 
spiritual sleep, though one may be fully awake by normal 
standards. In psychological parlance it means the part of our 
awareness which lies below conscious awareness which is 
often available through dreams or hypnosis. In physical 
terms, it means that state from which we cannot be 
consciously aroused.
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In the past our author has spoken very clearly about the problems of 
the ego especially for those who begin to take their spiritual 
pilgrimage seriously. In some sense the ego is the central issue, the 
“meeting point” for all the other concerns of spiritual life. Because 
the problem of the ego unfolds like the layers of an onion, throughout 
the text the author peels back the issues we face layer after layer. Not 
all of the concerns, however, are negative. In fact, in this chapter the 
central theme is the positive qualities of the ego. We would not have 
an ego, Helminski points out, if it had no positive qualities. 
Therefore, in some fundamental way we must befriend the ego. 
 
The image we can use to illustrate this theme is perhaps one of 
learning to befriend someone with whom we are in conflict, or 
learning to make friends with something that is foreign or strange to 
us. Though the ego seems to be the very definition of who we are, yet 
it is not our essential Self. The essence of our being lies far deeper 
than the ego so that the ego is in many respects an alien and illusory 
creation, and yet it is part of us, a part that needs care and ultimately 
transformation. 
 
The fundamental questions Helminski raise are these, “Can the ego 
be transformed by its own efforts? What effort is needed if we are not 
to fall into the danger of merely being at war within ourselves, one 
part of the ego clashing with another and building up tension and 
frustration within us? What can free us from the separative ego?” As 
a spiritual mentor, Helminski very wisely raises those questions 
which have troubled all serious spiritual pursuit throughout the 
centuries. It is easy to be blinded by the fact that the very efforts we 
use to overcome the ego are the ego’s own effort to claim spiritual 
mastery. In other words, spirituality can often be nothing more than a 
subterfuge. 
 
It is in this way that Helminski wants us to understand life as a 
school (or field) where we come to know what the ego’s game is and 
learn how to deal effectively with this most wily of all players. If we 
treat it so, our life on earth is “a challenging school,” and not simply 
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the source of our assured comfort or security. Here we learn to know 
that the opponent often lies within, and that the circumstances of our 
lives give us opportunity to confront the opponent openly. Through a 
mixture of both beauty and suffering we learn the lessons that will 
transform who we are from a false self into an essential Self, but we 
learn nothing in this school if the ego is trying desperately to kill the 
ego. Our first step, therefore, must be to befriend and then allow our 
ego to be transformed by forces greater than the ego. 
 

 
 
 

1.           Helminski describes how the ego is formed (what we also 
call the process of ego formation). He then lists the positive 
qualities of the ego. In your own words write out what this 
process is and make a list of the qualities so that these are 
perfectly clear to you. Now think through your own life 
experience. What are the significant events that have helped 
to shape and form your ego? What positive qualities do you 
see in yourself that you can acknowledge and befriend? 

 
2.           In its healthiest state the ego is said to be balanced and 

supported by spiritual intelligence and wisdom. In your 
view, what are these two essential features, and how do they 
help to maintain a healthy egoic balance? How does 
Helminski describe this balance? 

 
3.           How is it possible for the positive qualities of the ego to be 

turned so that they become negative and destructive? What 
can be done to prevent this from happening? Can you see 
ways in your own life when the positive qualities have been 
turned to the negative? Describe that. 

 
4.           Throughout this chapter Helminski speaks about forces or 

powers that can effectively transform the ego. How would 
you explain these forces to someone? In your view, how do 
they affect and transform the ego? 

 
 
 
 

1.           Carefully examine your daily life and see if there are places 
in it where you could practice positive and transformative 
submission. Make a list of the possibilities and choose one 
place, a test case, where you could strategically begin this 
difficult practice. Before you begin, though, write a 
description of what Helminski says about the practice of 
submission. Be sure you understand what spiritual 
submission really is as a positive practice. Using that 
understanding, then, think through the area in your life you 
have chosen to work on and try to imagine the outcomes. 
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2.           Life is not perfect, as the author points out. It is more like a 
school with many challenges in which we also experience 
the “drama” of unexpected disappointments, tests and 
frustrations. All of these are capable of creating great 
tensions and our tendency is to either run from or repress 
them. The author, however, counsels us to remain steady, 
practicing trust, relaxation, surrender, and submission. This 
is the spiritual Work he talks about so often, to which we are 
each called. In the test case you have begun above, look for 
(even expect) tensions to arise. Watch your reactions to 
them. Instead of running or repressing them, see if you can 
consciously relax into a state of trust. What happens when 
you do this? 

 
3.           Helminski speaks about using one’s faults as a form of 

spiritual practice. To acknowledge one’s faults as a learning 
tool, as Rumi’s poem at the end of the chapter suggests, is to 
take responsibility for them. Helminski says that this can 
become a powerful part of the Work. Once during your 
week deliberately take responsibility for a fault of your own, 
recognize and observe it, and then drawing upon the Power 
that is greater than yourself as protection and strength, seek 
to dissolve it. 

 
 
 
 

1.           In a state of silent prayer bring to mind a significant (and 
perhaps unresolvable) tension in your life. Visualize it in 
some detail, allowing yourself to feel the tensions and the 
emotions which are created in you as a result. Now 
consciously and deliberately bring yourself to a place of 
freedom, relaxation, and peace. Place that circumstance (or 
set of circumstances) within that environment and allow the 
peace to permeate not only your own being, but the 
circumstance as well. Visualize these tensions dissolving as 
a result. 

 
2.           Self hatred is an especially destructive force. Instead, we are 

asked to be honest about all that separates us from divine 
Reality (aggressiveness, timidity, self-righteousness, self-
doubt, arrogance, shame, hypocrisy, envy, jealousy, 
suspicion, and greed), and recognize that we often work to 
maintain our own sense of self-identity by these negative 
traits. On the other hand, our faults have the potential to 
become our best “teachers.” To learn thankfulness for a fault 
is to welcome its presence as a teacher. In a time of 
prayerful meditation, allow yourself to become aware of 
your faults (to see them), and then one by one give God 
thanks for their existence in you, embracing their capacity to 
teach you. 
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1.           SUBMISSION: In order to transcend the narrow limitations 
of our own egoic identities, we must surrender to a higher-
order reality. Such surrender is not ultimately any 
fundamental loss, but our highest gain. Though indeed we 
may temporarily feel submission as a painful surrender, its 
furthest manifestation is our completion and fullness. 

 
2.           TEACHER: For each human being, who is by definition a 

“student” in this world, there is both a teacher and a 
teaching. Ultimately, the only teacher is the Spirit speaking 
the divine Word at the level of the heart. The instruments of 
the teaching and even one’s teachers, however, may come 
from many sources. 

 
3.           TRUST: The foundation of all spiritual life is trust in God. 

For many people “trust” simply means “belief.” However, 
the issue of faith is whether or not we fundamentally trust 
God with our lives, our destinies, and our learning. Is God 
trustable? If, at the core of our beings, we learn to trust God, 
then we will walk forward more boldly and more quickly 
into the processes of spiritual growth. Trust, therefore, is the 
first critical step of spiritual life. 

 
4.           WISDOM: Sacred wisdom is the treasury of understanding 

that is gained through experience and practice and which 
can be used to intuit future outcomes. Wisdom, therefore, 
exists as an accumulated body of knowledge which can be 
tapped through intuition and used for good.

Definitions 



 

55 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Once again the author returns to the image of the mirror to illustrate 
the reflective relationship of human beings to Reality. We are not 
simply living objects; we have another capacity, to mirror multiple 
states of reality. Principally, we are made to reflect the beauty and 
glory of God. No mirror that we know of is conscious of itself, 
except ourselves. Consciousness gives us a unique capacity for 
reflection. Our role in the creation is not to passively reflect the 
beauty of God, but to actively and consciously reflect God’s glory 
back into the world. Our inner being (the conscious state of our 
hearts), is meant to reflect all the Reality there is, including, of 
course, our own inner state. This is the goal, but this implies 
complications. 
 
When we hold an ordinary mirror up to the world, nothing in the 
objective world is exempted from its reflective face. But, as 
Helminski states, in the case of the human heart, “The mirroring 
capacity is limited by the condition of the mirror” (69). If the mirror 
is clear, then what it reflects is a true image; multiple levels and 
many dimensions may be mirrored there. But if it is clouded, 
smudged, or distorted, then what is seen in it is in some sense 
illusory. If our heart’s mirror is turned toward the divine, then it 
reflects the divine Light. If it is turned toward darkness, then the 
mirror itself goes dim. All this illustrates the complexity of our 
human capacities.  
 
As Helminski points out in this chapter, it has been the role of 
religious tradition to cleanse the reflective surface of the human 
heart. Through remembering God and “forgetting” ourselves, the 
distortion and dust begin to be removed. Once these have been 
cleaned away, then the role of the prophetic tradition is to reunite 
within us the scattered and disparate parts and levels of Being. The 
practice of the Presence (spiritual remembrance), then, has two 
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leading functions. First, to cleanse the heart, and then to unite us or 
make us whole. For, “To be fully human,” the prophets have said, “is 
to live consciously in the presence of the Divine on many levels of 
Being.” If we cut ourselves off from this Whole, if we lose respect 
and love for the One, we fall into fragmentation and conflict” (72). 
This is the essence of the prophetic traditions of which Christianity is 
a part. 
 
As is the case in every chapter, the author makes very practical 
suggestions on how these functions can be restored in us, and how 
we can then fully reflect the Light of Reality, and not simply our own 
distortions. 
 

 
 
 

1,           Can you make a distinction, in your experience, between the 
context and the content of consciousness? If consciousness 
is likened to a field of awareness, that is the context. Its 
contents are the thoughts, sensations, specific awarenesses 
that fill the field. The state of your consciousness limits how 
wide or how narrow consciousness itself is, where it goes, 
and what it can contain. Examine your own consciousness 
for these differences. What do you discover? 

 
2.           In this chapter Helminski discusses in detail how the ego 

either controls or clouds the mirror of consciousness. 
Carefully examine what he says throughout this chapter and 
then write out your own description. Doing this will benefit 
you as you seek to cleanse the mirror of your awareness. 

 
3.           We are often so absorbed in our subjective experience by 

the accidental and unintentional affects of our personal 
compulsions and cultural conditioning that there is little 
room for any other awareness; this is the “dust covering the 
mirror.” Helminski examines a number of areas which 
deflect the true light in this way: social conditioning, the 
psychological domain, relationships, and the material order. 
Under each of these areas what are the conditions he 
describes? 

 
 
 
 

1.           Releasing ourselves  from the demands of the ego is a form 
of daily practice. It involves recognition and surrender (69). 
Examine this practice in some detail, and then carefully 
choose out specific compulsions and negative feeling states 
as they occur, recognizing and then deliberately releasing 
them. What experience of freedom do you gain from this? 

 
2.           Our behavior is often bedeviled by unconscious needs, 

which, by definition, we do not easily recognize in 
ourselves. Helminski gives a good example of seeking or 
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drawing attention to oneself (70). Now that you’re 
conscious of this, is there a possibility that you exhibit any 
of this behavior? What other needs might there be 
unconsciously in you, controlling your behavior? See if you 
can find evidences of them in negative feeling states, and 
then report on what you find. You might check this out with 
a close spiritual friend or director. 

 
3.           As an exercise, seek to experience Helminski’s 

understanding of being a reflection (source of the Light of 
Being (69). The statement is made several times in Hebrew 
Scripture, “by your Light we see Light” (Psa. 36:9). The 
meaning is that when we possess divine Light we begin to 
see by that Light and what we see is Light. These are, of 
course, spiritual principles, but if the divine Light is within 
you, then you begin also to notice Light coming from 
everywhere. Pay attention. Where do you notice the Light 
coming from within? Where do you perceive Light as 
something which comes from the objects which surround 
you? 

 
4.           The exercise of attention which begins above may continue 

by your becoming continually conscious in daily life (with 
every breath) of the divine Presence (72). This is one of the 
most significant goals of spiritual practice. In Christianity it 
is called, “practicing the Presence of God,” as was 
mentioned earlier. Conceptually it can be exhilarating; as a 
living practice, it is life changing. Go about your day 
bringing to conscious attention that you are acting “in” the 
divine Presence, and that the divine Presence is acting in 
and through you. Notice how it changes your perceptions. 

 
 
 
 

1.           Helminski speaks about the practice of meditation as a 
clearing of the contents off the “screen of consciousness” 
and going deeper still, past the surface to become aware of 
awareness, or conscious of consciousness itself (68). In a 
period of quiet meditation do not focus on your thoughts, 
perceptions or feelings (the content of consciousness). See if 
you can pay attention to consciousness itself, the act of 
being conscious and aware. Notice how subtle this is. Notice 
how easily it is disturbed. Thoughts are like a stone dropped 
upon the smooth and polished surface of the pool of 
consciousness. When a ”stone” falls upon the surface, allow 
it to ripple out, then simply go back to an awareness of your 
awareness. 

 
2.           The remembrance of God polishes the heart. In the tradition 

of semitic spirituality, to “call upon” (or invoke) the name 
of the Lord has been an ancient and venerable practice of 
prayer. The Invocation of the divine Names is a part of 
Christian practice coming from its roots in the Middle East. 
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In your practice of prayer, sit for a time and deliberately 
pray one (or a set) of these divine Names from the Hebrew 
Bible. Remember that you are calling out the name of 
someone who is beloved to you. By invoking that Name you 
are entering the Presence of the One to whom you pray. 

 
(These may be said, chanted or sung in single 
units, in pairs, or antiphonally in pairs) 

 
                            Elah Elohim (Lord of Lords, God of Gods) 
                            Adonai Elohim (Lord God) 
                            Elah El Elyon (Lord God Most High) 
                            Adonai El Shalom (Lord God of Peace) 
                            Elah El Olam (Lord God of the Ages) 
                            Adonai El Ro'i (Lord God of my vision) 
                            Elah El Kavod (Lord of Glory) 
                            Adonai El Yeshu'a (Lord God of Deliverance) 
                            Yeshu'a Immanuel (Jesus, God with us) 
 

 
 
 

1.           STREAM OF CONSCIOUSNESS: This phrase is used in 
modern thought to express the flow of images and thoughts 
which normally pass through the mind in the course of 
everyday, waking life. The content of consciousness is like a 
stream flowing through one’s awareness. 

 
2.           SCREEN OF CONSCIOUSNESS: This phraseology 

refers to the  notion that ideas, images and thoughts are 
displayed for our perception upon a “screen,” like a movie 
theater. The images play and flit across the screen and we 
can observe them, much in the same way we do at night in 
our dream life. 

 
3.           STATE OF CONSCIOUSNESS: Consciousness is 

experienced in particular states of heightened or lowered 
awareness. For example, when you are tired, your conscious 
state is lower or more restricted than when you are alert. 
Some states of consciousness are said to expand (or be 
raised) in almost a limitless way. 

 
4.           FIELD OF CONSCIOUSNESS: In the teaching of sacred 

tradition consciousness is not a thing we possess; it is 
instead a field (or sea) of energy in which we are alive and 
exist and in which we become aware. Our minds act as 
receivers of this conscious field in a way that is similar to a 
radio receiver. Consciousness pours through that instrument 
in the form of attention. 
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The practice advocated in this chapter concerns the sacred teaching 
of the “listening heart.” We often associate listening with our 
external ears, but according to tradition a deeper level is possible. 
Our inner ear, like the inner eye, can also be opened to the world of 
spirit. The Hebrew Scriptures say that the word of the Lord came to 
the inner ear of the prophet Elijah as the “still, small voice” (I Kings 
19:12). Elsewhere in Scripture we are instructed, “be still (silent) and 
know that I am God” (Psalm 46:10). 
 
What is involved in this practice of inner listening, and how do I 
develop the capacity? This chapter answers these questions by 
turning our attention to the issue of “programming.” Since the advent 
of the computer we have been aware that certain complex 
instruments (including the brain) are programmed to think and 
process information in a particular way. Helminski illustrates this in 
humans by showing that at the genetic level we are programmed to 
see difference and change. It is part of the way we perceive the world 
and adapt to it. Perhaps it is designed in us as a capacity for survival. 
The problem is eternal Being is changeless, and the result is we 
hardly notice it given our inner programming to perceive change and 
difference. Another  form of attention (inner listening), therefore, is 
required if we are to both know and detect the Word that comes to us 
from eternal Being. 
 
Scripture, again, speaks about the eternal Word which is always 
being spoken in the silence of the heart, but, again, because we are so 
focused on exterior words, we can barely ever hear that Word. The 
eternal goes undetected. With practice, however, we can develop the 
capacity for inner listening and become as aware of Being as we are 
of its objects. Beginning with the simple exercise of clear self-
observation, our awareness can expand to include greater self-
awareness which will allow us ultimately to hear the “voice” of 
Being. 
 
Learning to hear inwardly moves out in stages or (better, perhaps) in 
extending circles that requires increasingly sensitive hearing. To 
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grow we must learn first to pay attention to the dispersed attention 
we give to the exterior world. Then we must begin to truly listen to 
our interior dialogue. From there we can begin to detect our 
preoccupations which keep us from asking deeper questions and 
receiving real answers. Next, we can begin to learn the creative 
process. Finally, living more and more in a world of Spirit, we can 
listen to Being as it is spoken into existence. 
 

 
 
 
 

1.           At the beginning of the chapter Helminski lists the 
following forms or states of conscious attention. In order to 
fully understand what each one means, write out your own 
definition: 

 
                            polishing the mirror 
                            awakening from sleep 
                            cultivating the witness 
                            developing the real “I” 
 
2.           Our text says that “Attention can be called the first act of the 

will” (74). What do you think this means? How is it that 
attention and will are related? 

 
3.           Helminski states, “Almost everyone has some area of his or 

her life in which sensitive awareness is developed” (74). 
Painting, sports, personal contact with people, religious 
devotion, and worship are listed as examples. What is your 
area of sensitive awareness? How do you experience it? 

 
4.           The difference between passive and active attention is noted 

in this chapter. In real experience what is the difference 
between these two for you? 

 
5.           What is the purpose and practical effects of living 

consciously, aware of Being? If these are so important, what 
keeps us from living this way on a continual basis? 

 
 
 
 

1.           For a period of time each day listen to your thoughts, the 
inner dialogue. Make no comment. Simply observe what 
you hear and in your journal note it for future reference. 
Later, after doing this over a period of days, evaluate what 
you have listed. Does it form any repeating patterns that you 
can discern? What does this exercise teach you about 
yourself? 

2.           In the process of awakening we often come to see things 
about ourselves which are uncomfortable, things which have 
been there all along but which we have repressed or have 
become blind to. Helminski makes a list of possibilities 
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which are often “programmed” into us before we know it 
(76). Evaluate the material you have collected above in light 
of Helminski’s list. What do you discover? 

 
3.           Art and the creative process are identified with “free 

association,” allowing our thought processes to “run free” 
and find new forms in a creative way through the 
unconscious. Finding answers to complex questions also 
uses this methodology. For this exercise, formulate a 
question carefully, something you would like to know about 
yourself, perhaps. Express the question in some detail. Then, 
after thinking about it for some time, “let it go” and wait. It 
may be several days or more before you start to receive 
significant answers. When you do, note what you hear 
coming from the unconscious.   

 
 
 
 

1.           Jesus said, “The Kingdom of God is within you.” If we 
think about this phrase carefully we realize how radically 
different it is from many other religious concepts, where we 
are said to find God outside, at some place, in some 
meeting, with some person. Note that sacred places, persons 
and times are indeed valid meeting places, but often we do 
not pay attention to the holy space within, where the vast sea 
of eternity laps at the shores of our own soul. Ancient 
Christian tradition speaks of the “cave of the heart” where 
one may go and be in the divine Presence. In a time of silent 
prayer, see if you can discover this inner space (or place). If 
you cannot, then ask God to lead you there. If you know it 
exists already, because you have been there, then trace a 
pathway there that will become more and more familiar to 
you. 

 
2.           Once you are in the “cave of the heart” then go and sit (or be 

there) consciously and attentively, satisfied to simply be in 
the Presence of God who loves you and longs for your 
companionship. In that place, using one of the divine Names 
from the practice of contemplative prayer in the last chapter, 
call out to God, lovingly repeating the Name you have 
chosen. 

 
 
 
 

1.           MECHANICAL TALKING: Anything that we do 
unconsciously or automatically comes under this idea of 
mechanical action. Often our verbal responses are simply 
mechanical or conventional. We simply react verbally (and 
non-verbally) to external stimuli in the way that we have 
been programmed to do. In that sense, then, we are closer to 
a machine than we are to a conscious, living being. 
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2.           PASSIVE ATTENTION: Related to the aspect of 
mechanical thinking, our attention can also go on 
“automatic pilot.” We often live life conscious and aware in 
a technical sense, but in other ways, we are absent (not 
really “there”). Such a form of attention allows various 
negative states, already programmed into us, to have 
complete freedom of expression. 

 
3.           PROGRAMMING: This term which comes from computer 

technology represents the idea that many of our patterns of 
thought and action lie below the level of conscious 
awareness and involve habits that become “hard wired” into 
our behavior. Life, experience, and family patterns all 
“program” the way we behave more or less automatically, 
before we can make conscious choices. As difficult as it 
may be, these can also be reprogrammed, and the “higher 
Self” in us must be a part of the process.
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The focus of the chapter is summarized well in the last paragraph. 
We know ourselves and each other to be a certain personality. That 
personality is important to us and we respond to each other on the 
basis of conclusions that we have reached about that personality. The 
question however is, as Helminski says, whether our personalities are 
a servant (or vehicle) of the Spirit, magnifying and focusing the 
divine Light that can pour through the soul, or whether, as Jesus said, 
that same Light is hidden under the “bushel” of our own 
personalities? As he says earlier, “Isn’t the most important fact 
whether the personality manifests spirit rather than smothering 
it” (81)? This is a crucial question in the growth of spiritual life. 
 
We often live assuming that there is no need to examine the 
personality as such. It is what it is. It is a given we cannot change, or 
at least not easily. And so we think what needs to change, therefore, 
are our beliefs, our ideas, our circumstances, or some aspects of the 
outer world we live in, but this is to miss the essential thing which 
mediates between the inner and outer worlds. Helminski points out 
that our personalities function as buffers, as a kind of “door-
keeper” (81). It is important to know just who and what this door-
keeper is. Towards the end of the chapter Helminski refers both to 
the teachings of Jesus and of the Prophet Mohammad who speak of 
the necessity of gentleness and humility as a key characteristic 
needed in the personality if we are to become vehicles of spirit. 
 
As a commentator on this text I have seldom felt a need to amend 
any of Helminski’s language or ideas. On this occasion, however, I 
would like to take issue with the opening sentences of this chapter 
concerning the subconscious. Helminski correctly, I believe, makes 
the personality a product of the “lower self.” What he means by this 
he explains well throughout this chapter. However, he places the 
“higher self” in the world of the sub-conscious. This is due perhaps 
to the influence of modern, depth psychology (Jungian, for example), 
which sees the sub-conscious as the source of spiritual life.  
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I would challenge this description and amend his division by saying 
that the mind has an ability to participate in at least three conscious 
realms: 1) supra-consciousness, which is the realm of the spirit and 
of divine Transcendence, 2) normal, waking consciousness, which is 
the typical realm of the soul and body, and 3), the unconscious (or 
sub-conscious), which is the realm of dreams, human creativity, and 
unconscious projection (negative and positive). Jung also places the 
collective-unconscious into this later realm which Helminski 
describes as an aspect of the personality’s structure (82). In my view, 
“the dance of personality” is primarily a function of the latter two 
realms, consciousness and unconsciousness. These make up the 
structure of the lower self, but as this chapter demands, ultimately 
they must also participate in the supra-conscious aspects of spirit (the 
higher Self). 
 
 

 
 
 

1.           Helminski’s definition of personality is that “Personality is 
the acquired and artificial complex of habits of relating to 
other human beings” (80, see also 79). Do you agree or 
disagree with this definition? If you disagree, how would 
you change it? What do you think he means by the term 
“artificial”? 

 
2.           How does he say we acquire these habits of relating to other 

human beings? Which of them has been most influential in 
the development of your personality? 

 
3.           The result of the personality’s development is that we also 

acquire roles (sometimes called “masks”) which we assume 
in the way we play our roles in life. Examine yourself; how 
many roles do you play (or, how many masks do you wear)? 
What are the common roles you play in life? 

 
4.           As Helminski points out, typically the personality can 

assume roles which are quite negative. He lists two sets of 
negative aspects often found in the personality (82) which 
he later calls the “anarchy of ignorance” (83). Negative 
aspects can unbalance the personality and make it less 
effective as a vehicle of spirit. Out of the list Helminski 
makes (81, bottom of page), which seems to be the more 
typical of you? 
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1.           Spend a day and note the number of roles you take on 
throughout the day. See if you can tell what triggers you to 
change roles. Are the changes conscious or unconscious? 
How much control over the roles do you have? When you’re 
in a certain role, does that role typically “take over” and 
“control” your personality? What is the result? 

 
2.           In certain roles, and under the influence of certain aspects of 

our personality, we each tend to treat other people as objects 
and not as persons. In what circumstances does this occur 
for you? See if you can change this aspect of yourself when 
you notice it. What happens to you when you try to change 
it? Do you have to switch roles to do so? 

 
3.           Helminski points out that often when we meet others, and 

are in relationship with them, “Presence” disappears, and the 
Essence of spirit is diminished (81, 82). See if you can 
detect this happening. When does it happen and what are 
you feeling when it does? What sorts of personalities with 
whom you interact seem to cause this effect? What do you 
think this means? What should you try to do about it? 

 
 

 
 
 

1.           The prophet Isaiah speaks of the coming Messiah in these 
terms: Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in 
whom my soul delights; I have put my spirit upon him; he 
will bring forth justice to the nations. He will not cry or lift 
up his voice, or make it heard in the street; a bruised reed 
he will not break, and a dimly burning wick he will not 
quench; he will faithfully bring forth justice (Isaiah 42:1-3). 
Meditate on the meaning of these words. They are often 
used to refer to the gentleness of Jesus. How is gentleness 
illustrated by these words, and how might they apply to 
you? Meditate also on the tradition of  the gentleness of Ali 
toward the old Jewish man and God’s response. 

 
2.           In a time of silent prayer, bring into your awareness that part 

of you or those times when you are particularly harsh, cruel, 
or critical. Perhaps its toward a situation which is difficult 
for you or toward a person who bothers you. In your prayer 
bring all of this to the gentle spirit of Jesus and ask to 
receive some of his spirit for the situations you have 
imagined. 
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3.  
O God, 

your love for me sends me to my knees. 
You have faith and confidence in me, 

for you have called me to you. 
Now teach me how to be full of the gentle 

humble spirit of Christ. 
AMEN 

 
 
 
 

1.           DERVISH: Dervish is another term for a Sufi, a Muslim 
who is spiritually awake and seeking God. It is often applied 
to the seekers within the spiritual order of Sufis coming 
from the tradition of Jalal al-Din Rumi, who dance in divine 
ecstasy: whirling dervishes. 

 
1.           MASKS: In our various roles we assume masks of social 

convention behind which we often hide our true feelings, 
thoughts, or selves. For example, in the role of friendship 
we can assume the mask of a wounded and pouting friend 
that we play out with another human being. 

 
2.           ROLES: A role is a form that our personality takes in order 

to negotiate our relationship with the world and with others. 
For example we play many normal roles in life as part of our 
normal living: boss, parent or child. But we can also play 
some very strange roles, for example that of a frightened 
and helpless person around certain individuals, different 
from our normal selves. 

 
3.           SUPRA-CONSCIOUSNESS: There are multiple states of 

consciousness, many of which lie beyond normal, waking 
consciousness in the realm of transcendence. Saints and 
mystics have described these in some detail, and most 
human beings experience moments of supra-consciousness, 
often called “peak experiences.” These, however, are 
temporary. What is important is to grow in our ability to 
access spiritual reality from the realm of supra-
consciousness in such a way that it plays a vital part in daily 
life.
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Spiritual growth may be understood as the transformation of our 
personal sense of self-identity, our “I.”  What we imagine ourselves 
to be is gradually and irreversibly transfigured into something 
different than it was before. It is remade along other lines, using 
other criteria than our conventional human experience. 
 
Our sense of ourselves, our personal identity is built up over time 
through the experience of our own history. Looking honestly at that 
experience we can see that our history is often fragmented and 
chaotic. That fragmentation becomes a part of who we are. In 
addition, the habitual ways that we relate both to our own selves, our 
imaginations and desires, as well as the world around us, create 
fragmentation and separation. What we need is integration and union, 
integration of the disparate forces within ourselves and union with 
realities which are higher than the human world.  
 
The great sacred traditions teach that this Ultimate Reality does not 
lie wholly outside or beyond ourselves, but that a secret door to this 
Reality is hidden within the very depths of our own being, and our 
true Identity (our Supreme Identity, who we truly are) is held in 
secret there, ready to be revealed to us when we are capable of 
knowing it. Our journey to the Center must circumvent the ego which 
thinks it is the center, and pass beyond it to places deep within. Our 
journey must take us to the shores of that Infinite ocean which laps at 
the center of our soul.  
 
Jesus taught that the vast and infinite Kingdom of Heaven, God’s 
own realm was held within and that we could journey there, 
following Him, into that Kingdom for he was the doorway and the 
path toward the full knowledge and experience of the Infinite (Luke 
17:21). As we journey forward, however, like Jesus we begin to 
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experience the fullness of the I Am presence. We begin to live with 
the I Am, our true Self, which is different from what we thought 
ourselves to be.  
 
This gathering of the fragmented self into a greater Identity, and the 
journey that entails is the subject of this chapter. It is this which is at 
the heart of all religion and sacred tradition. All the rites and rituals 
of religious faith, all dogma and custom, all worship and prayer, 
properly understood, lead to this reality. This is as true for the 
Christian faith as it is for every other authentic tradition. Those who 
are on the Path of Christ can, therefore, benefit fully from 
understanding the practice which is so beautifully explained in this 
chapter.  
 

 
 
 
 

1.           From your reading of this chapter, how does scatteredness 
and fragmentation within us occur? 

 
2.           What part does will play in the gathering and integration of 

the fragmented self? 
 
3.           In this chapter Helminski explores the paradox of freedom 

both in his teaching and in the story at the end of the 
chapter. Using the various parts of the chapter explain what 
this paradox is, what true freedom entails, and what he 
means by a “functioning automaton.” 

 
4.           Prayer and worship as part of religious and spiritual life are 

explained in this chapter. In what ways has Helminski’s 
definitions held or expanded your own? 

 
5.           Draw out the diagram of the pyramid that is described in 

this chapter and label its various parts. 
 
6.           Using the work of this chapter in your own words, 

characterize the I Am Presence. In your definition include 
both its inner manifestation and its external characteristics. 

 
 
 
 
 

1.           As a practice of self observation watch your life under the 
aspect of chaos and the aspect of order. What do you 
observe? Examine both your thoughts and your feelings, as 
well as the practical results. Record in your journal what 
you find. 

 
2.           Helminski describes the experience that we have 

(sometimes rarely) when actions are consistent with our 
feelings (as well as the opposite, when they are not). 
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Explore this same experience in your own life and the 
results. As carefully as you can describe the practical effect 
of each state of being. 

 
3.           Awareness is something that we bring to our experience and 

our actions in one degree or another. As Helminski states it 
we can be fully present or aware to an act, and we can in 
that same moment begin to extend that awareness to more 
than one function at a time (88). With deliberate intention 
take a simple act that is a part of your daily and normal 
experience and become fully present to it; then extend that 
presence out further to include one function and then 
another until you feel that you are extended as far as is 
possible at that moment. See how long you can maintain 
that awareness. Record the results of this experiment. 
Practice it often and see how the practice is strengthened. 

 
 
 
 
 

1.           Helminski defines prayer as a practice for the “gathering of 
attention.” Many forms of prayer do exactly that, and most 
forms can be used for that purpose (87).  Often, at least at 
the beginning, it is important to have an object for our 
attention which can assist us. This may be a passage of 
Scripture upon which we focus, or the visual image of an 
icon or sacred symbol, the practice of saying a rosary or the 
use of chant. Using a visual image (icon or symbol), a 
rosary, or a chant deliberately seek to gather or concentrate 
your attention. Do not fight to maintain it. Gently allow your 
attention to be gathered and held by the beauty, joy, and 
significance of one of these practices. (For example, you 
might use one of the following): 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

☯ 
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(Using the beads of a Rosary; Roman, Anglican or Orthodox,  

repeat or chant the following phrases  
using your own system of numeration) 

 
 

In the Name of the living God, 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

 
Open my lips, 

and my mouth shall proclaim your praise. 
 

My life is always in your hand, 
truly you are the joy of my heart. 

 
Glory to the Father, 

and to the Son, 
and to the Holy Spirit. 

As it was in the beginning, 
is now, 

and will be forever. Amen. 
 
 

2.           Helminski states, “...in worship we enter the presence of 
Spirit with loving respect and awe” (89). Implicit in this 
definition is the love that we have for the divine Presence, 
God as the essence of all life and being. We cannot worship, 
therefore, without love and respect. If you feel a lack of 
these it may not be your fault, but the result of being raised 
by human beings who have failed to represent God’s 
presence to you. To regain that love and awe, you need first 
to ask for divine assistance in prayer. You need also to find 
a place where people worship in such a condition, a place 
that is conducive to that worship. (For many people liturgy 
and liturgical worship provide the right context). You may 
also recreate the condition of prayerful worship using music 
to assist you. For example, you might want to listen 
prayerfully to Rachmaninov’s Evening Vespers, or to Arvo 
Part’s Te Deum. 

 
 
 
 

1.           WORSHIP: Human beings are inwardly aligned to the 
Transcendent. The hunger to know and explore that realm is 
the origin of worship which when it is  entered creates an 
inner response of awe in relationship to the Divine Reality 
which is the experience of worship. 

 
2.           PRAYER: Prayer can be best understood as an inner 

movement of spiritual attention and communication directed 
towards God. Understood in this way, prayer is the 
gathering of our awareness before the Presence of God in 
which a dialogue, heart to heart and spirit to Spirit, occurs. 
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Modes and means for this communication include human 
language, the analogical imagination, centering prayer, 
silence, single-pointed awareness, and the expansion of 
consciousness as the multiple coordinates of our being are 
focused upon the Divine Reality.  

 
3.           SUPREME IDENTITY: The Self (known also as the 

divine Mind) which knows all things in an eternally present 
moment, and which sheds the light of Consciousness itself 
upon all living things and comes to be expressed as a single 
conscious knower in a multitude of different subjects, is the 
Supreme Identity which constitutes the essence of each 
human self. The single, conscious self resembles a ray from 
the central sun of the Self and within each ray the Self 
projects the object of finite experience, manifesting the 
individual by identifying itself with a point of view and with 
the objects in that point of view. While identifying itself 
with these nodes of consciousness within the creation, it 
remains in principle infinite, total, and omniscient which 
does not, of course, penetrate through to the "rays of self 
knowing," much less to the egos which they contain. 
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In the last sentence of this remarkable chapter, Helminski makes the 
following statement: “With gratitude for being embodied, we will 
listen to what the body has to tell us. As always, gratitude will restore 
the proper perspective and remind us that the body is a means for 
awakening the soul” (99). These sentences speak the essence of 
something very critical for all persons on a spiritual path, but 
especially for Christians who accept the consequences of the doctrine 
of the Incarnation. 
 
Why do people have bodies? Is being embodied merely a nuisance 
that we have to put up with until something better comes along? The 
answer, at least from the Christian perspective is, no. It is not an 
accident that we have a body. Our bodies are a gift made to us by the 
Creator and in our most complete state we will always possess a 
“body” of some kind or nature, though in time it may indeed be quite 
different from the one we possess now (I Cor. 15: 37-49). 
 
Christianity affirms the sacredness of the body. It understands the 
body and the material world to be good, and not evil. It teaches that 
our journey through physical life is a crucial part of our spiritual 
formation and instruction. The practices that we form in regards to 
the body is as important as any other as a method for the “awakening 
of the soul.”  The body is thus an ally in the development of the 
spiritual life and not a detriment. It can become, however, enslaved 
to desires of the ego and therefore be weakened and unable to fulfill 
its God-given functions. Learning how to properly utilize the 
considerable powers of our physical form, therefore, is a critical 
aspect of spiritual training.  
 
Like a complicated electronic receiver, the body is also built and 
designed to receive multiple frequencies coming to it from all 
quarters of existence. There is far more going on in our bodies than 
its capacity to record physical sensations or register inner emotions. 
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The body is far more complicated, in fact, than any electronic 
receiver trained on electromagnetic frequencies in the universe.  
 
The body can resonate to multiple energies. It can receive not only 
frequencies coming from the physical order of existence (the energies 
pouring in from the horizontal domain), but it also is made to receive 
information streaming to it from the spiritual worlds (the vertical 
axis). Between these two domains is the mediating aspect of our 
being, the soul which plays a pivotal role in coordinating and 
maintaining balance between them. Thus it is imperative that the 
relationship and balance be established and sustained by spiritual 
practices that are as good for the body as they are for the soul and 
spirit. The focus of this chapter is to open our understanding to the 
complex role that the body plays in our spiritual becoming, to expand 
our understanding of that role, and then to assist us in learning those 
practices which will enable us to keep a critical balance. 
 

 
 
 

1.           How is the body and the physical world involved in spiritual 
growth and development? What roles does it play in both 
assisting and, at time, hindering spiritual formation? How 
have you experienced this element of spirituality? 

 
2.           The author uses the illustration of a horse and rider to 

demonstrate the dynamic relationship between spirit, soul 
and body. Describe what you believe that relationship to be 
using the same illustration. You might make a drawing to 
represent your understanding. 

 
3.           Helminski speaks about the “Middle Way” between 

asceticism and indulgence advocated by Buddhism and all 
the prophets. How can the soul be strengthened through the 
right use of the body in spiritual practice? What does he 
suggest through this chapter? Make a list and add to it if 
there are things you have learned by practice and 
experience. 

 
4.           This chapter makes mention of the modern discovery of 

three specific brain-wave patterns: alpha, beta and theta. 
Identify these for yourself by giving examples from your 
own life-experience when you know that you have 
experienced them. What do they feel like internally, and 
how do you typically express them behaviorally? 

 
5.           Make a list of the whole range of frequencies and subtle 

energies to which the body can be attuned. What frequencies 
and energies do you typically receive or experience in the 
broad spectrum? Into what areas do you want to extend and 
expand your attention and experience? 
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1.           Spiritual attention is achieved first through being fully 
present within the physical body. Full presence within the 
body means that one is attuned and attentive to the whole 
range of sensory impressions which are flowing into the 
body and allowing them to play across one’s consciousness. 
In order to strengthen and expand that attention, sit quietly 
for a time in a place out of doors and notice in succession all 
the colors, shapes, and textures you see with your eyes. 
Then close your eyes and listen to all the sounds, making 
mental note of each. Next, pay attention to smells, and 
deliberately go to living and non-living objects to smell 
them. Feel textures with your eyes closed and note the 
differences. Finally, allow all of these to play upon your 
conscious attention at once. It would strengthen this practice 
to write a summary of each set of experiences to help you 
ground this form of attention as a more permanent part of 
your experience. 

 
2.           Practices which are every bit as good for the soul as the 

body include relaxing in warm water, receiving a massage, 
and walking quietly in meditation through the natural world. 
Find an opportunity to do one of these three or something 
equivalent, and notice its affects upon both soul and body.  

 
3.           The author takes note of the “speedy” state which is the 

basis for much of our modern life style (97). Much of 
modern urban life is indeed frenetic at best and absolute 
chaos at worst, but the fact is that many people “thrive” on 
the adrenaline high they get from being over stimulated 
through excessive activity. How does this description fit 
your own life-style? Are you always “so busy” that you can 
hardly find room for silence, leisure or gentle observation?  

 
4.           Helminski includes fasting as a form of contemplative 

discipline which strengthens and hones both body and soul. 
We are habituated to the normal round of three daily meals. 
You might want to experiment with fasting, beginning with 
skipping a meal and allowing time to examine your own 
response to the withdrawal of the habit of food. Note also 
how the senses are heightened by this experience. If you 
have an opportunity to retreat quietly for a day of fasting, 
take it, and experiment with this as a way of tuning your 
being.  
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1.           In previous chapters we have examined “breath prayer” as a 
means of spiritual practice. Once again, in this chapter 
Helminski points to this fundamental means of centering 
and meditation. Notice the use of breath to establish inner 
balance and the alpha state. In a time apart, focus upon your 
breathing, knowing that the rhythm of inhalation and 
exhalation is a primal and spiritual act established by God at 
the beginning of human creation. Allow your breath to be a 
prayer connecting you both to the beginning and to the 
underlying rhythm of all life now and evermore. 

 
2.           Walking meditation has been used in many traditions as a 

spiritual discipline.  There are many ways to practice this as 
a form of bodily practice. In a garden or on a path in the 
natural order begin to walk slowly and deliberately being 
mindful of the full act of taking each step: heal down, firm, 
toes extended, heal up as the next foot is placed on the 
ground, heal down, ... etc. Be mindful of each step you take 
in a purposeful and prayerful way. After walking for ten 
minutes, sit quietly and focus upon your breath as a prayer, 
then repeat the round.  

 
3.           Helminski speaks of the Islamic prayer form of outstretched 

hands, profound bowing and prostrations as being a 
valuable, ancient practice of semitic prayer. Praying slowly 
and deliberately, use the Lord’s Prayer of Christian practice 
in the following form. The prayer begins with the traditional 
Christian "sign of the cross" invoking the divine Name. A 
particular Hebrew form of prayer is used next which has 
been maintained in Christian prayer at the Eucharist. Stand 
praying in the orans position with arms lifted and held 
before God in supplication and praise as the celebrant does 
at Communion. Next make a profound bow, the body 
bending deeply at the hips with hands grasping the knees or 
held together in the traditional western sign of prayer. The 
prayer moves to a full prostration as one goes to one’s 
knees and then bows to touch the forehead to the earth with 
arms extended above the head. One raises the head and body 
into a kneeling orans position with the hips resting back on 
the calves and ankles and the arms are uplifted before God 
in prayer. Following those steps pray the prayer in this 
manner: 

 
 
              Use the following description to help you create the prayer 

form using the Lord’s Prayer: 
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Our Father who art in heaven 
 
              Lift hands in the orans position. 
 
Hallowed be Thy name 
 
              A profound bow placing your hands on knees 
 
Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done 
 
              Stand straight lifting hands in orans position 
 
On earth as it is in heaven. 
 
              Bow down to the earth with your head touching the floor 
 
Give us this day our daily bread 
 
              Rock back on your heals, lifting your hands in prayer 
 
And forgive our trespasses 
 
              Bow down again to the earth touching your head to the floor 
 
As we forgive those who trespass against us 
 
              Rock back again on your heals, lifting your hands in prayer 
 
And lead us not into temptation 
 
              Bow a third time touching your head to the floor 
 
But deliver us from evil 
 
              Rock back again on your heals, lifting your hands in prayer 
 
For Thine is the kingdom 
 
              Stand again with hands raised in the orans position. 
 
The Power 
 
              Make a profound bow with hands on knees 
 
And the glory for ever and ever, Amen. 
 
              Stand erect again with hands raised in the orans position 
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1.           ASCETICISM: The word asceticism comes from the Greek 
word ascesis which means practice, as in athletic practice in 
order to achieve some heightened ability or skill. Spiritual 
practice is such a discipline and sharpens one’s inner 
attention and spiritual receptivity with practice. 

 
2.           SALAAT: Islamic prayer similar to the form used above is 

prayed five times daily. The practice is commonly done in 
both private and corporate worship and forms a central part 
of Friday prayers, the Muslim holy day. 

 
3.           SEMA: Dance as a form of spiritual practice has been a part 

of the Mevlevi (Maulavi) Sufi Order following the practice 
of the Muslim saint Jalal ‘uddin Rumi beginning in the 13th 
century. Sufis practice a formal order of dance as a spiritual 
discipline which induces states of prayerful consciousness. 

 
4.           WHIRLING DERVISH: Members of the Mevlevi Order 

who practice the Sema are often called “whirling dervishes.” 
Such individuals are Sufi disciples who have begun serious 
spiritual practice using this form of body prayer as a means 
of personal worship and transformation.

Definitions 
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Have you ever asked yourself, “Why am I here?” This is not an 
uncommon question. We all ask it at some point in moments of deep 
reflection. This chapter addresses this question in a powerful way. Its 
answers are compelling. 
 
The chapter opens with three lines from the Mathnawi, Rumi’s most 
important poetic text. In those lines we are told that we are on an 
“inner search.” This search, (sometimes called journey or pilgrimage) 
is the meaning of our lives. We are here “on pilgrimage” and both the 
goal of the search and the journey toward that goal provide the 
meaning of our existence. The one who takes this journey 
deliberately and makes it his or her own through personal 
commitment is the hero or heroine of the pilgrimage and the way it 
turns out. Yet, as Rumi says, “the search is from You.” God gave us 
this search as our life’s work.   
 
From the Christian perspective (as well as from an Islamic one), we 
need three essential things in order to begin and complete the journey 
we are called to: repentance, faith and grace. An understanding and 
experience of these three are crucial for us. Repentance, a word used 
frequently in the Gospels, as Helminski expresses it in this chapter, 
means to turn (or reorient oneself) in a whole new direction, toward a 
new focus or center. In the Gospels it means to live along another 
‘axis of being,’ the vertical dimension, oriented toward the Kingdom 
of Heaven. 
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Once we have been turned inwardly toward that new form of human 
existence, in order to begin the journey, we need faith. As Helminski 
points out so clearly, faith is more than mere belief. In Christian 
spirituality it can be defined as a fundamental trust (at the level of the 
heart) in the One who calls us into pilgrimage. We trust God’s 
guidance and assistance, and so we begin to make progress. At the 
same time we are greeted and supported by grace which is the gift of 
the divine Presence undergirding and empowering us to make the 
pilgrimage. Life itself becomes a dialectic (or dialogue) between 
these two aspects. We move forward using faith and grace as a 
means.  
 
At the beginning, we often expect that if we have faith in God, then 
He will act to change the circumstances to make life easier for us. 
But as this chapter points out, that is not the case. God’s grace acts 
not to make us more comfortable, but to transform us, and it takes a 
fundamental trust that God is acting on our behalf to utilize the grace 
that is given us for transformation. Few of us enjoy radical change 
within ourselves. We’re more comfortable with what we already are, 
even when it distresses us. What we need, however, is 
transformation. This is the ultimate purpose of our journey. 
 

 
 
 
 

1.           Helminski contrasts a conventional religious faith with one 
that supports and sustains our spiritual pilgrimage. How 
does he define both? 

 
2.           In this chapter the author speaks of faithfulness needing a 

‘magnetic center.’ What do you think he means by this? 
God exists, but is not often thought of in this way. What 
would it  mean to experience God in this way? 

 
3.           An important contrast is made in this chapter between 

incompleteness and healing. How would you define this 
difference. How do you experience the difference in daily 
life? 

 
4.           If you were to think of your daily, psychic energy as a form 

of currency, (you only have so much money, so it is 
important to know what you spend it on), typically where 
(and on what) do you spend that energy? 

 
5.           If Simone Weil is correct in her statement (104), how would 

that change the way we approach our lives? 
 
6.           Using the material in this chapter, write a working definition 

for grace, one that you can live and work with day after day. 

Questions for Reflection 
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1.           Helminski describes two states of inner life (102). One is 
defined as distracted and confused. The other is described as 
having a single reference point. You probably have had both 
experiences. Examine your life for a series of days. How do 
you experience each of these? What is the most crucial, 
single reference point for you? Why do you lose it? 

 
2.           The practice of saying the “yes” of acceptance and 

recognition and the “no” of resentment is carefully 
described in this chapter. This is an inner, spiritual dialogue, 
a conversation we carry on constantly with the divine realm. 
Our “no’s” are said to be toxic (104) and our “yeses” 
combine three key elements that unlock the blessing of life 
(105). Examine each in the text, and then look at your actual 
daily practice. Which side of the conversation is most 
obviously there in you? What element(s) is missing in the 
“conversation” that is your life? 

 
3.           How would you actually practice each of the three keys? For 

example, in what circumstance could you actually put 
humility, gratitude, or love into practice? What do you find 
when you do? How does grace energize you as a result? If 
you do not experience such energy, what is wrong do you 
think? 

 
 

 
 
 

1.           The various forms of practice that make up the “Prayer of 
the Heart” center upon creating and sustaining a single focus 
at the level of the heart. They help make it possible for us to 
know the divine “Attractor” which draws us into our 
ultimate existence. At various points in this text we have 
introduced forms of this prayer. You may want to return to 
one of those forms which has helped you most, or you may 
want to experiment with one of the more ancient forms of 
Christian Prayer called the “Jesus Prayer” (which is the 
invocation of the divine Name of Jesus from the heart). The 
prayer involves all or a part of the following phrase: 

 
Lord Jesus Christ, 

have mercy upon me,  
a sinner.  

 
              Repetition of this phrase, (or just the first three words, or the 

first seven) is typically prayed quietly and reverently from 
the heart, with lips moving. The word mercy means more 
than pity, it also means compassion, grace, and blessing. 
These words can also be chanted using the form in the CD 
Songs of Presence provided by Praxis (you may order from 
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www.praxisofprayer.com)  It was common for eastern 
Orthodox Christians to pray the name of Jesus hundreds of 
times during the day. Sit quietly for twenty minutes saying 
or chanting the name. Use an icon of Christ as another form 
of the focus of this prayer. Discuss your experience with a 
trusted spiritual friend, or the support group to which you 
may belong. 

 
2.           Something needs to be said further about daily life as 

spiritual practice which in the Christian tradition is also 
called “practicing the presence of God.” Throughout the 
previous chapters special attention has been paid to the daily 
practice of spiritual truth. One of the most fundamental 
truths is that life itself is a “prayer,” or a way of praying. To 
live life as a form of prayer means, as we have said 
previously, to treat life as a conversation or dialogue 
between ourselves and God. Jesus Christ, as the Master of 
the spiritual lives of Christians, engages us constantly in 
dialogue. This need not entail words (human language in the 
way we normally think of it). We could say that the “words” 
of this dialogue are the events themselves as they occur 
throughout our human stories. We are living the “words,” 
and God is responding to each of us. Christ is leading and 
teaching us in and through the events themselves, and the 
way we respond to them, the “yes” of acceptance and 
recognition, is our side of the conversation. We can, of 
course, say “no” and close down the conversation, but that is 
to remain in terrible loneliness. You can, therefore, use life 
itself as contemplative prayer. Pray it with all your being. 

 
3.           In order to be a human, we need the model of other human 

beings as heroes and heroines in order to know what we 
must do and how we must act. This is a fact of our normal 
human growth. We use models for invitation. Christian 
history is full of heroes and heroines who “prayed” life 
fully. Read the  spiritual biography of one of the heroes or 
heroines of faith, and then use what you understand about 
that life as a lens to see into your own life. This too is a form 
of contemplative prayer. 
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1.           FAITH: The inner condition of fundamental trust and 
acceptance is the principle of faith. Faith is not a mental 
construct, a set of propositions, or a statement of belief, but 
an inner attitude of confidence and deep trust which grounds 
the human soul in peace and inner stability. 

 
2.           RABIA AL-ADAWIYA: This is a Muslim saint, a holy 

woman of Sunnite hagiography who gave her heart and soul 
to God in the early centuries of the Islamic era. She was 
born (717 A.D. or 95 A.H.) and lived at Basra near the 
Tigris River in a simple hut during the time of the great 
Abbasid kings. Her biographer, ‘Attar, called her the second 
St. Mary because of her utmost purity and virtue. In Islamic 
spirituality she was known for her complete love and 
attachment to God, for she was utterly consumed with the 
contemplation of God as Beloved. 

 
3.           REPENTANCE: metanoia is the original term in Greek 

(often translated as "repentance") which is at the root of the 
Christian message of Good News. In contrast with the idea 
of repentance which carries with it much moral and 
emotional connotation, metanoia signifies a turning or re-
orientation of being and mind to an altogether different 
reality from the one we are used to. It means an inward 
reorientation of being and consciousness from the horizontal 
dimension to the vertical. 
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Most spiritual pilgrims have known the struggle that so often occurs 
between soul and spirit. The relationship between soul and spirit is 
not an easy one. Throughout this study the author has explored its 
many dimensions within the framework of a spiritual psychology. 
Each of us has a unique experience of this topic, but it remains a 
universal phenomenon. In the early formation of Christianity, St. 
Paul spoke of this struggle quite clearly. For example, he described 
his own conflict; when he sought to do good its opposite was 
immediately present within him. This experience of the clash of 
opposites was for him a deep suffering, as it is for most of us.  
 
In this chapter, however, Helminski describes this experience as a 
spiritual opportunity, not as a reversal or setback. “Without the 
existence of denial,” he says, “there can be no work” (107). Inward 
opposition is an opportunity for the creation of something within us: 
a higher, transcendent Presence (what he calls the “I Am”) which 
stands above the conflict directing us toward transformation. Again, 
we are reminded that St. John uses this same expression (the “I Am”) 
to indicate the divine Presence fully realized in and through Jesus as 
the eternal Word. Throughout John’s Gospel this fullness of being is 
the Presence of the “I Am,” full of grace and truth. It is this Presence 
which Christians cherish as an ongoing and inward relationship of 
great intimacy that strengthens us to transcend the inner conflicts in 
order to express the life of the Spirit. 
 
The purpose of the experience of opposition, then, is to awaken our 
inner awareness of the “I Am” Presence who can strengthen our 
spiritual will according to the laws of transformation. This 
understanding accords with centuries of Christian practice. The 
purposes of ascetical practice in the Christian tradition is not endless 
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work for no purpose, or even struggle against the “Enemy.” Rather, 
like an athlete in training, practice or effort is the necessary “friction” 
that transforms the individual from a mediocre player of the “game of 
life” into a person of great spiritual skill. The goal is to attain all the 
virtues and let go all the vices so that in the end the higher (finer) 
energies of life might be fully realized and the human person would 
become a channel completely open to the flow of divine energy 
(dunamis).  
 
The insights and understanding available in this chapter help the 
Christian athlete in training. They further spiritual practice (or 
asceticism) in a positive and constructive manner. Historically, 
Christian asceticism has at times taken negative turns, denying the 
body its place. Helminski retains a healthy balance between an 
awareness of the body and its necessary role in spiritual life. He also 
knows that the body and the ego must become servants of a higher 
order if they are to play their part in the fullness of humanity. 
 

 
 
 
 

1.           What hides the essential Self and why? Remember sacred 
tradition understands that human beings live largely 
unaware of the Self. Why does it remain hidden? 

 
2.           In modern society we hear a lot about personality, placing a 

great emphasis upon its development. According to 
Helminski what is personality, and what is its ultimate role 
in spiritual life? 

 
3.           Christianity puts emphasis upon the doctrine of the Fall 

which is often interpreted as separation from God. In this 
chapter how does the author describe the human condition 
called “separation?” Is this different, or the same as your 
personal understanding of the Christian teaching? 

 
4.           In contemporary jargon we are often told to “go with our 

desires and emotions” or to “just let it all hang out.” We are 
told that this is the only way to stay healthy. Why does 
Helminski not agree with this evaluation? What is your 
experience of this same question? 

 
 
 
 

1.           Watch for conflicts between opposing forces within 
yourself. Observe how the conflict begins and establishes 
itself. Note how it proceeds toward a conclusion. In order to 
better understand,  write out your observation in your 
journal. 

 
2.           Because the I Am Presence “stands outside of time and 

space, relatively free and pure” (108), it has the capacity to 
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lift us above our inner conflicts if it is strong enough. How 
strong is your awareness of the divine Presence in daily life? 
What inhibits your awareness of Presence? 

 
3.           Typically we experience the sense of ourselves as a 

personality or an ego with a particular identity (“I am...fill in 
your name)”. That is who we are. However, the sense of 
self, as Helminski points out, is largely colored by our 
strongest emotions, desires, or impulses and little else. 
Examine your own sense of self (or identity). To what is it 
tied in daily life? How is it changed or colored by impulses 
and emotions? 

 
4.           As in the personal story at the beginning of this chapter, 

allow yourself to be taken into a place of effort and service 
where you are “extended” past your comfort zones. (This 
does not mean that you become frazzled or harried by the 
press of time -- which is often a western “illness”). Does 
your opening to a new level of effort change you positively? 
How so? Write your observations. 

 
 
 
 

1.           Christianity has always known that spirituality must 
ultimately take a “path of action” back into the world if it is 
to bear fruit. Jesus sent his disciples into the world and their 
lives (fully extended) became a form of prayer offered to 
God. In this way we can understand that life itself, and the 
way we live, is a form of contemplative prayer. We can, 
therefore, “pray life.” Allow an hour, a day, a week of your 
life to become a prayer. Pray life with your whole heart and 
soul. Love God and your neighbor as yourself with fullest 
intention. 

 
2.           In those moments when you feel weak and vulnerable, 

stretched beyond your limits because you are called to some 
duty our service outside your limits, offer that to God 
contemplatively. Open yourself to the “fire” caused by the 
friction of this effort. Let it cook you, burning away debris 
from your life. As Rumi says elsewhere: 

 
              I am another kind of fire 
              If you have trash to get rid of, bring it here. 
              My kindling is always on the verge of catching. 

                                                         
Say I Am You (Barks, 98) 
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1.           ALCHEMICAL TRANSFORMATION: Alchemy is 

understood as an arcane practice that pre-dates modern 
chemistry. In a degraded form it became mere magic. 
However, in a spiritualized form its practices referred not to 
physical properties, but to spiritual forms of transformation. 
God’s business is to transform the soul of humanity from 
the “lead” of its darkness into the “gold” of divine life. In 
the ancient world, the “formulas” for doing so were symbols 
of the soul. This was a hidden language used to teach 
spiritual transformation. It is in this sense that Helminski is 
using the word. 

 
2.           THE PROPHET MOHAMMAD (peace be upon him): In 

the Middle East the prophetic tradition is strong and comes 
first in Hebrew forms, later also through Christianity, and 
finally has its Islamic expression in the Prophet Muhammad 
(peace...). The Prophet of Islam was a messenger and is 
understood by Muslims to be the final prophet (the Seal of 
Prophethood) in the long, semitic tradition. The Word of 
God that came through Muhammad (peace...) is enshrined 
in the Quran, the Holy Book of Islam. Muslims accept the 
prophetic ministry of Jesus. Christians need to understand 
and accept the prophetic ministry of Muhammad (peace...) 
for the Muslim world. 

 
3.           SELFHOOD: Who we are, what we call our “self” is the 

nearest and dearest “possession” that we have. The fact is, 
the self is a very mysterious entity, though it seems the most 
ordinary and familiar thing to us. But many questions arise 
when we seek to understand it. What is this sense of 
ourselves? Do we own or possess it? Was the self created in 
time, or merely given an expression in time? If the self is 
more than our egos, then what is it? Sacred tradition gives 
great weight to this sense of self, but says most human 
beings ultimately misunderstand it.
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Spiritual yearning is the necessary condition for spiritual pilgrimage. 
Without it we stagnate and become fixed in one spot without 
growing. A sign within us that we are “built for more” than mere 
physical existence is the sense of yearning (eros in Christian 
vocabulary). This longing is a constant craving or need, as Rumi 
says, pushing us past our limits, beyond ourselves towards 
transcendence. 
 
The fact is, though, we continually “fall short” of the greater goal for 
which we were designed. God’s vision of us, of who we are and are 
meant to become, and our own ego-centered vision are often 
diametrically opposite. In the Christian tradition, this lack (or falling 
short) is what is meant by the term sin. Helminski uses the excellent 
example of Zen archery to illustrate the point. In the art of archery, to 
hit the target, the archer, arrow, and target must become one (111), 
otherwise the arrow goes off course and falls short of the mark. This 
is precisely the meaning of the Greek word hamartia used in the 
Christian Scriptures and translated by the English word sin. God has 
“aimed us” (so-to-speak) at a specific target, an incredible destiny or 
goal and to fall short of that mark is a great tragedy.  
 
Falling short of the target also produces many poisonous side effects 
toxic to our spiritual system. We are often poisoned and incapacitated 
by this toxicity, so we must be diagnosed and receive the cure. Our 
author indicates that such a cure begins through a process of self-
knowledge. In some sense this is exactly what happens when we go 
to the doctor. You can’t cure what is left undiagnosed. So there must 
be clarity and understanding, and then the application of the cure. 
This whole process is what Helminski calls, “searching for the truth” 

Chapter 19 

Aim and 
Self-Knowledge 

Reading Assignment pp. 110-114 
 



 

88 

of things supporting our spiritual pilgrimage and practice. We must 
truly know ourselves (our weaknesses), and we must begin to be 
awakened into clarity before balance and health can be restored to the 
system. 
 
One way of describing a healthy person is one who, in all aspects of 
life, is “in-balance.” To stay in homeostatic balance allows us to 
remain disease free. Human beings are said to be spiritually out-of-
balance, suffering therefore from spiritual weakness and disease. 
This chapter aims us toward a cure through the process of self-
knowledge. God places within us an inner urge for healing. This 
desire is God’s gift allowing us eventually to accept the cure which 
will save and restore our souls. 
 
               

 
 
 

1.           If you were to realistically assess your own life, typically 
what drives you? By what are you obsessed and how are 
you limited by that obsession? This is obviously a personal 
question, but one that is at the center of this chapter. Along 
with it is a second, related question. What weaknesses can 
you identify in yourself that narrow your vision, keep you 
spiritually asleep and out-of-balance. List these and put 
them in some sort of priority so that you will have 
something realistic to work with. 

 
2.           Helminski speaks about the difference between being totally 

“goal-oriented” versus the “quality of process” (110). What 
do these two phrases mean to you? How do you experience 
the difference between them in your own daily experience? 

 
3.           In this and other chapters our author speaks about the 

“strengthening of the will.” This is a term with long use in 
western culture, especially in Christianity. What does 
Helminski mean by it? How do you experience your own 
strength of will (or its lack)? 

 
4.           Several times in this chapter extremes and paradoxes are 

mentioned. The first occurs on the opening page of the 
chapter. What is this extreme? Can one side be safely 
eliminated, do you think? The chapter also closes with a 
paradox. What is that paradox and how do you understand 
it? How can both sides of this paradox be true? 

 
 
 
 

1.           A repeated theme in this text is the practice of self-
observation. It plays a dominant role in this chapter because 
of the necessity of spiritual healing. In order to be healed, 
we need proper diagnosis. In this case the Spirit given as a 
gift plays a vital role. You have made a list of weaknesses. 
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From that list pick one that you would like to give special 
attention. Perhaps at first it need not be the one that is most 
difficult or troubling, but one that appears, at least, to be 
attainable. Through self-observation become as clear as you 
can about that weakness. Write your report in your journal. 
This will be your diagnosis. 

 
2.           In your times of prayer invite the Holy Spirit to help you 

examine and search your soul on this issue. Offer the 
weakness to God and constantly expose this weakness to the 
Light of God. Read I John 1 as a guide in this work. Allow 
yourself to be awakened to the true nature of the problem 
and to the beginning of its cure. 

 
3.           Ask God for guidance on curing the weakness you have 

brought to the Light. As Helminski points out this will 
involves specific decision making, especially in small 
things, taking incremental steps. Do not overlook the small 
areas. They are vital to your progress toward a healing. 

 
 
 
 

1.           In your time of prayer ask God to increase the longing, 
thirst, inner desire, and sense of need. Allow that to grow 
even though it means that you will not always be 
comfortable with what and who you are. This “maddening 
thirst” is the motivation that will take you to the healing 
springs of living water. 

 
2.           The Bible is full of accounts of real men and women like 

yourself with similar difficulties and weaknesses. Find a 
portion of Scripture; a story or perhaps a psalm which 
expresses the particular weakness you have accepted as your 
spiritual work. Read through this portion using the practice 
of Lectio Divina (See Chapter Two) as your guide. (For 
example you could take the portion of St. John’s Gospel on 
the woman at the well whose life was so out-of-balance). In 
the portion of the prayer where you dialogue with God 
(oratio) allow the area of awareness to be the subject of the 
dialogue. Do not become discouraged even though you may 
feel that little progress is being made. Continue walking 
ahead on the spiritual path toward the goal of completeness 
and healing. It is a long road. 

 
 
 
 

1.           A BALANCED LIFE: The question of what is true balance 
in our world is very difficult to answer. The propaganda that 
floods our modern media puts emphasis upon material 
possessions, looking good in the eyes of others, being 
entertained, and experiencing excitement. These are 
obviously part of the fabric of life, but they are not its 
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center. In fact, most of us become seriously out-of-balance 
when they do become the heart of our lives. Balanced living 
takes into consideration a life style that allows room for 
contemplation in an unhurried manner. 

 
2.           THE WORK: Helminski capitalizes this term because for 

him spiritual work or practice stand as the central aim of 
life. The Work is ultimately the transformation of ourselves 
into the image and likeness of God, revealed to Christians in 
the life and teachings of Jesus. We are on earth to 
accomplish this Work, and to assist other in the same Work.  

 
3.           ZEN TRADITION: Zen Buddhism is a Japanese form of 

the sacred tradition of Buddhism that uses Taoism as part of 
its principal understanding. The Buddha taught that spiritual 
practice was central to spiritual experience, rather than 
speculative knowledge. Zen uses an understanding of the 
laws governing and creating the world as a means of guiding 
that practice. 

 
4.           SIN-HAMARTIA: Many sacred traditions understand that 

human beings suffer from various forms of severe limitation 
and inner poisoning caused by being “out-of-Center” or 
separated from the true Center of reality. God seeks our 
cure, our restoration (salvation), and it is for this purpose, 
Christianity teaches, that Christ has come into the world “to 
save sinners” (I Tim. 1:15). 

 
5.           CENTER OF GRAVITY: This term refers to the Center 

point of all Reality, divine Being. Humans are created to 
live in and from this Center rather than from themselves as 
center. To know their true Center is to be stabilized and in-
balance. 

 



 

91 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

The opposite of faith is not unbelief or doubt. It is fear. In this 
chapter, Helminski summarizes the problem of fear in a very concise 
way. Human experience is conditioned by fear which inhibits the 
growth of spiritual life. We experience fear on so many different 
levels, with differing degrees of intensity. You might be tempted to 
say, “I am not ruled by fear. I’m free from it,” but then, look at your 
life. How much security do you demand? What is your attitude 
toward the dangers of everyday living? The prodigious amounts of 
material possessions we own in America are a sign, perhaps, that we 
are hoarding things out of psychological and spiritual need. Despite 
what we may think, they seem to have a hidden purpose, acting as a 
protection against our unnamed fears of loss. We don’t question our 
immense materialism and our prodigious wealth, but the signs of our 
fearful dis-ease are there to be read.  
 
In this chapter Helminski describes how we may move towards the 
transformation of fear and the practice of a way of life that is free 
from it. He teaches that we can never know this freedom without an 
experience of the divine Presence. Once we begin to know that 
Presence, however, reprogramming the old pathways of fear 
embedded in our inner life becomes possible. He speaks of the 
“discipline of transformation” involving many practices, each critical 
as a tool for freeing us from mind-numbing fear. These practices are 
part of sacred tradition’s wisdom. The injunction, “die before you 
die,” (part of the wisdom tradition of Islam), is not unlike Jesus’ 
statement, “Take up your cross and follow me. The one who gains 
life in this world ultimately loses it, but the one who loses life in this 
world will find it” (Matt. 10:39). The word “life” used in English 
translates the Greek word psyche, or egoic-life. As Helminski points 
out, it is the ego, living within the confines of its fears, which closes 
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itself off from the divine Life. So the ego in all its many forms must 
die in order to be “found” again within a new pattern of life. 
 
Ultimately, we can never be free without tasting and knowing 
eternity, not as a theological concept, but as a real experience. Sacred 
tradition exists to lead us to drink from the waters of Eternal Life. 
When Jesus met the Samaritan woman and urged her to drink, it was 
clear that he was seeking to free her not only from her past, but from 
the fear of her past (and her present). He made it clear to her that 
freedom could never be gained apart from a deep, personal 
knowledge of eternal life, welling up inside of her.  
 
It is this life without fear, that knows eternal existence, which is the 
divine gift being offered to us. In order to receive it, we must be 
willing to let go of all else we cling to out of desperation, and empty 
ourselves to receive the divine inflowing. 
 

 
 
 

1.           After reading through this chapter, what is your 
understanding of how fear shapes the false self? 

 
2.           List the fears mentioned in this chapter; then look at your 

own experience carefully. Do these fears characterize your 
life in any way? Which ones? Should others be included? 

 
3.           This chapter very carefully explains practices that provide 

resources for liberation from fear. Make a list of the 
practices and resources which he mentions. How well do 
you know any of these?  

 
4.           In your view, what is the difference in extrinsic and intrinsic 

factors in determining your self worth? Can you see on 
which side of that equation you depend the most? Illustrate 
your answer with examples from your own life. 

 
 
 
 

1.           In this chapter Helminski returns to the practice of 
observing our life from the position of what he earlier 
called, an “impartial observer” (35). In other parts of the 
book this is named the “watcher” which allows “you” to 
step back and watch yourself feeling, thinking, and acting. 
In some traditions this capacity was termed “double 
awareness.” Using the suggestions he gives (116), watch 
your own life and your reactions to fear. What do you 
observe? Write these observations down. 

 
2.           In order to reprogram (transform or change) the entrenched 

patterns of fear, Helminski suggests that we use self-talk of 
a very particular kind, what he also calls “conscious 
reasoning” (117). In your own words rewrite what you 
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understand this method to be; then, after you have finished 
your description, write out what you need to say to yourself. 
Use it on a daily basis, until you can feel changes in your 
inner being.  

 
3.           Finally, the author returns to some very traditional methods 

and practices under the term, detachment. Again, this term 
has been introduced earlier, but here it is given specific 
definition using such techniques as fasting and breathing. 
Fasting is a very inclusive practice that goes well beyond 
abstinence from food. It may include fasting from noise and 
the media, from hyper-activity, from a hectic life-pace, from 
sexual activity, and from certain forms of entertainment. 
Each of these, as one author has said, needs to be fully as 
good for the body as they are for the soul. Experiment with 
fasting in order to locate the knots of fear that may be inside 
of you. Report on this in your journal. 

 
 
 
 

1.           The Scriptures are full of descriptions of the transcendent 
dimension (in traditional vocabulary, heaven). For the most 
part, even though we are familiar with the wording, the 
scenes seem unreal (otherworldly) to us. Yet, every 
indication is that not only were we made for this future 
region, when we arrive there it will feel to us as though we 
had “come home” for the first time. In a time of prayerful 
quiet, allow your mind and heart to move toward your future 
home. Imagine it. Open yourself to it. Without necessarily 
projecting what your home here means onto “there,” picture 
that realm as a place of peace and utter rest. Remain there 
awhile. 

 
2.           Take the story of the Sufi martyrs and read it over slowly 

several times as a meditation. Enter into its words and 
images until you feel a part of the story itself. As you do, 
ask yourself what insights the martyrs possessed that 
perhaps you do not? What did they see and know of the 
divine Presence that made them such a witness to the truth 
of Ultimate Reality? Put yourself in their place. Could you 
become like them? How? Ask God to help you become like 
them in heart and spirit. 

 
3.           In a beautiful way Rumi’s poem at the beginning of this 

chapter summarizes the issues of life and death, fear and 
trust. Read the poem in a state of prayerfulness several times 
with silence between each reading. What phrase, word, or 
image stands out to you? What are these images saying to 
you? Respond to God in dialogue using the words from the 
poem as a guide. After the dialogue, sit in silence and 
openness, listening from your inner center, your heart. 
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1.           ROLE-PLAYING SELF: Modern psychology uses the 

term persona to indicate that part of yourself plays certain 
roles, like an actor would upon a stage. If life is a kind of 
stage, a drama, in which we all are actors, then, we take up 
roles as we play. Some of these are natural and normal to 
the stations and responsibilities we have in life, such as the 
role of husband or wife, or of mother, father, teacher, boss, 
employee, etc. However, there is another aspect to persona. 
Often our roles become masks behind which we hide. This 
hidden aspect uses the masks of certain roles to hide the 
truth, both from the outside world, and sometimes from 
oneself. In this case, hiding can be both dangerous and 
spiritually self-defeating. 

 
2.           ‘ATTAR: Mention is made in this chapter of a Muslim 

saint, Farid al-Din ‘Attar. Born in 1120 A.D. in eastern 
Persia, he spent the first years of his life as a “perfumer,” 
which is the meaning of his name. In the hagiography of 
Islamic saints his memory and writing are like a sweet 
perfume, especially the book, Conference of the Birds 
(Mantiq al-tayr),  the famous Sufi fable for which he is best 
known in both the East and the West. 
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One of the greatest mysteries of life is why we are here in the first 
place. We have come into existence, into this particular world, and 
the question is, why? Why this world with all of its ills and 
suffering? Helminski begins to explore the answers that sacred 
traditions have given as their wisdom and insight. As he points out, 
however, those who believe (believers) find these answers adequate 
and helpful. Those who do not (unbelievers) are faced with having to 
find other answers. Many folk completely abandon any answer at all. 
They are reduced to a fatalism without faith that says there are no 
answers, that’s just the way it is. 
 
The truth of sacred tradition says that suffering is a part of this world. 
We cannot avoid it. No matter how well we try to protect ourselves, 
the experience of suffering is inevitable. The answer given as to why 
we must pass through a world (and an experience) such as this is that 
bearing suffering “creates” a kind of human being who possesses real 
compassion and spiritual worth. As Helminski says, spirituality does 
not seek to insulate us from suffering, it makes it possible for us to 
bear it in such a way that it can create in us those qualities which will 
make us compassionate and weighty individuals, creatures of great 
significance.  
 
The world into which we have been placed lies under the influence of 
two categories of divine existence. Creation exists in a binary mode. 
Although Helminski does not use the terms here, we might call these 
the darkness and light of God. We do not mean by this, moral 
darkness, but those aspects of the divine which often appear dark or 
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unfathomable to us. For example, the term wrath is an aspect of the 
divine life which perhaps seems all wrong to us. This aspect of God, 
however, is expressed in Islamic theology, as abiding under the 
divine Mercy. (These are fine, but critical points of theology).  
 
Although we may not fully understand wrath as one of the “dark” 
aspects of God, we see analogies of it in our own experience of 
parenting. We had parents who were often angry with us, but 
(normally) that anger was always in the context of a larger love that 
they had for us. Wrath existed within love. That illustrates something 
of the relationship we will eventually come to know by experience of 
the binary mode of Existence.  
 
For a believing person (a person of faith), the question is not only 
how to understand these aspects of life, but, more importantly, how 
to live with and benefit from them. Like other traditions of 
spirituality, Islam teaches a middle way between comfortless 
dogmatism and sentimental optimism. This is not to say that religious 
people or even religion itself does not sometimes fall into one of 
these extremes, but that a balanced understanding of the sacred 
tradition keep us from these pitfalls. This is the purpose of the 
spiritual path. 
 
 

 
 
 

1.           After reading this chapter, state in your own words what you 
feel to be the difference between real and imaginary 
suffering. Can you give examples from your own experience 
that illustrate the difference? 

 
2.           It is clear that much of the wisdom we learn comes by 

means of opposites and contrasts. Our life in this world is 
often full of such experiences. We wish, perhaps, that it was 
all “sweetness and light,” but clearly it is not. Sacred 
tradition says this mixed experience is for a purpose. How 
do you understand that purpose? Why is there suffering?  

 
3.           In your view how does the concept of divine wrath fit into 

the larger picture of life and existence? Do you have trouble 
with this concept? Has the chapter helped to clarify it for 
you in any way? 

 
4.           Helminski says that spirituality must not be used to insulate 

us from either pain or the real world, but as a way of 
practicing true compassion. What is this compassion, do you 
feel? How should we express it? 
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1.           One of the most critical lessons of spiritual life is how to 

receive and bear the suffering that inevitably comes to us. 
This is not easy to learn. Often we want to deny suffering 
(pretend it isn’t there), flee it completely, or conquer it in 
some way that will banish it from our sphere of experience. 
But in order to be changed and transformed by suffering, we 
must be able to accept it in a way that does none of these 
things, but yet does not turn our suffering into a form of 
self-mutilation. We each have opportunity to practice this 
balance on a day-to-day basis. Some of our suffering is 
small, some is large, but each has its part in the overall web 
of experience. Go through a day. Note your experiences of 
suffering. See if you can determine what part of you is being 
affected (“worked on”) and perhaps changed by the 
experience. Notice how your response or reaction to the 
suffering changes the way you receive and experience it. 
Deliberately use some of the methodology suggested in this 
chapter. Write down what you use and how it affects your 
perceptions and experience. 

 
2.           The practice of compassion is practical, not mental. We can 

believe in compassion as a concept, but the real experience 
of compassion is acted out in our daily affairs in very 
practical ways. Like other skills we learn that mastery of the 
skill of compassion can only come through practice (doing it 
wrong and then learning to do it right). Take note of your 
daily experience. When and how does your practice of 
compassion fail? Look at the times when it “succeeds.” 
What is the difference between the two? What is the 
successful achievement of true compassion, in your view? 

 
 
 
 

1.           Suffering often wounds us. We try to avoid that pain, of 
course, but it is clear from the teachings of Christianity, that 
suffering can also bring healing. How this occurs is through 
self-sacrifice done in a way that opens us to the grace of 
God. Our wounds often provide apertures through which the 
divine grace can flow into us. They can also become places 
in us where grace flows out to touch and heal others. You 
might look at your own wounding in this way, and in a time 
of prayer allow that understanding to help you reformulate 
your own availability to the divine grace, flowing in and 
flowing outward. As you do this, pray this prayer: 

 
 

Loving Lord, 
Make me vulnerable to your healing grace. 

Let the wounds I have received be a doorway through which 
Your grace may enter, touch and heal me. 
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Let these wounds make me gentle of spirit, 
and open to the divine embrace. 

May that embrace then extend beyond my own boundaries, 
flowing out through in ever widening circles. 

AMEN 
 

2.           As an invocation of the divine compassion use the following 
guided imagery: 

 
                            First, see yourself surrounded and held by the arms 

of the divine embrace: fully accepted and totally loved. Stay 
in that embrace for awhile, knowing that it holds you 
completely. 

                            Second, draw into that embrace your loved ones: 
family and friends. Feel that these too are held firmly there, 
that like you, they live, move and have their being within 
the divine compassion.. 

                            Third, follow that embrace out into the human 
families all around you, including those who are unknown to 
you, and those who are alien from you either as strangers or 
as your perceived enemies. 

                            Fourth, allow that circle of loving embrace to 
extend in growing rings to the entire creation: the animal 
world, the plant world, the forests, trees, rivers, mountains, 
oceans, earth and sky, and finally the starry universe. 

                            Fifth, allow that embrace to draw all creation to the 
divine Center: the heart of God. See everything being 
attracted back to its Source, knowingly or unknowingly. 

                            Finally, open your own arms to embrace each 
circle, each ring of existence, for you stand encircled and 
held there. It is safe for you to embrace all. 

 
 
 
 
 

1.           HADITH QUDSI: These Arabic words can be translated as 
“holy tradition.” These are the memories of the Prophet 
Muhammad and the saints of Islam that are precious to 
Muslim peoples. This traditional memory is itself a teaching 
that instructs the faithful on how to live their faith. This 
tradition, remembered from the Prophet’s own words and 
actions, are proverbs, stories, sayings, and incidents which 
are held to be sacred. 

 
2.           WRATH: This troubling word appears in the Hebrew, 

Christian and Islamic Scriptures. It represents something of 
the power of God when it is turned toward the creation in a 
way that we feel is negative and uncompromising. It is easy 
to reject the idea of divine wrath as a mere projection or as 
some primitive view of God whose temper is unrestrained. 
However, we can understand it better if we imagined our 
own feelings when a child of ours is hurt, or bullied, or 
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suffers grievous harm. We feel intense, wrathful energy 
inside, empowering us to change the situation. Might not 
God express this same energy toward the evil which 
corrupts and destroys the children of creation?
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A suitable introduction to this chapter comes in a line on its last page: 
“This is not advice for the immature” (129). Everything introduced 
and specified in this chapter, “Die before you Die” cannot be easily 
received or understood unless one has been prepared for it, unless 
one is ready to die. The enigmatic words (the little parable), die 
before you die comes as a coded phrase for this deeper 
understanding. We are in this world to die, and to die before we do. 
This is, perhaps, the deepest secret of life. The only entry into Life 
itself is death. As Rumi says, “except for dying, no other skill avails 
with God.” 
 
At the sacred core of both Christianity and Islam, is an agreement 
about death. Death, sacrifice, and abandonment are the doorway to 
everlasting life. What seems like a blind and horrible barrier becomes 
an entryway into Life. In Christianity, this sacred principle has not 
only been taught, it has been acted out in exquisite detail, through the 
death of Jesus. Christianity’s understanding of this principle is linked 
to the history of its founder, but in order for that history to be 
anything more than a mere event in the past, it must become actual, 
inside the student. This fact is known to both Christianity and Islam. 
 
The “you” that is satisfied with its limited existence must pass away 
into a greater identity, another “You.” And so, before we pass from 
the earth, we must know at least something of this deeper dying. This 
teaching, however, is not for someone who, as of yet, has no “I,” or 
self. It is for the one who has gained a self in order to let it go. This 
fundamental principle, also spoken in the last chapter, is at the heart 
of Jesus’ message to his own students, “Unless a grain of wheat fall 
into the ground and die, it remains alone, but if it dies, it bears much 
fruit….Whoever clings to the self in this world will lose it, but 
whoever loses the self…will find it (John 12:24, Matt. 10:39). 
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It is in this context (and perhaps only in this context), that we can 
begin to understand suffering not as a curse (our worst enemy), but as 
a blessing, a friend. Making “friends” with suffering is a very critical 
step in the spiritual evolution of human beings. Friendship, in this 
case, goes beyond mere acquaintance; it means intimate knowing, 
and for Christians, involves us knowing the one who, before his entry 
into glory through the gates of death, called us into friendship as 
friends (John 15:12-16). All of these teachings are part of this short, 
but powerful chapter. Our Muslim author has taken us to the heart of 
the same spiritual understanding that lies behind the history and the 
theology that we, as Christians, accept as our profoundest key. 
 

 
 
 

1.           The theme of self-importance (also, self-centeredness) 
begins this chapter. The opposite, of course, is self-hatred, 
and both are obviously manifest within the human 
condition. Helminski says that they result in greed. How do 
you understand this to happen? How does it occur in your 
experience? 

 
2.           Our author continues the discussion on suffering in this 

chapter. Here we are told that sacred teaching understands 
suffering to be both a blessing and a mercy. How can this 
be? Under what circumstances would we begin to know this 
is true?  

 
3.           Rumi counsels the mature to “seek pain” (127). Again, how 

can this be? How would a spiritually mature person keep 
this counsel from becoming spiritually dangerous? 

 
4.           Helminski speaks about two kinds of suffering (129). What 

are they and how are they different? How have you 
experienced both? 

 
5.           How do you interpret the first parable that Helminski tells in 

this chapter? How is it related to the second story? 
 

 
 
 

1.           Helminski gives an explanation for daily practice (127). 
What is his explanation? How do you understand the 
difference between “will training” and the need to 
“decondition” yourself? What practices help you do this? 

 
2.           One of the most critical practices of spiritual life is the calm 

acceptance of suffering as a tool for the spiritual work. 
Typically we react to suffering rather than respond. Usually 
our reactions are negative. Watch your reactions. How could 
you turn your reactions into responses that would provide 
you with a powerful tool for transformation? 
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3.           The practice of “abandonment” is understood in Christianity 
as the self’s abandonment to divine Providence. We 
abandon ourselves into God’s hands. In addition, there is 
another way of understanding this term as a form of 
submission. In this case it would mean to leave or abandon 
something that is unprofitable, to set it aside and to submit 
to a higher authority than our own viewpoint or will. In your 
daily experience do both, using both of these understandings 
as a means of experiencing the power of death as a 
transformative process. 

 
4.           Helminski says that when we live from our own self as 

center, we cannot see things as they are. He is right. In truth, 
we see things as “we are.” Practice changing your 
perspective. Deliberately seek to step outside your self, the 
little “you,” and place your awareness within the circle of 
the larger You, the Friend. 

 
 
 
 

1.           At the heart of contemplative prayer is the need for silent, 
attentive listening. First, we must quiet the inner chatter that 
keeps us from listening. This will mean that we need to 
develop practices of attention. Second, it takes silence to 
begin to hear the “still small voice” of the Friend speaking 
and calling to us. Jesus presents himself to us as the 
essential “friend” in our inmost being, but in order to have 
clarity about the relationship we must learn to listen in 
silence. One wonderful way to begin is to use a prayer 
which concentrates our attention and then releases it into 
silence. Forms of chanted prayer can provide that. For 
example, you might want to chant the Hebraic forms of the 
divine Name using a monotone or a simple chant of your 
own making. A rosary would be useful in assisting you. 
Chant the divine names 20 times or more and then pause in 
silence. Chant again the same number of times. After the 
chanting, sit attentively and enjoy the quiet, peaceful 
silence.  

 
2.           A second use of silence is to begin to receive assistance 

from the Source of Life which is at the core of our being 
(129). This requires another form of listening that takes 
place not only in the silence in which we learn to listen, but 
also in the context of our ordinary lives. This form of 
listening requires that we listen to the heart and to what 
flows from it into our awareness. This takes the form of 
practicing the Presence of God, which makes life itself 
prayerful. Live through a day listening to your heart, asking 
and receiving guidance from the Source of Life as you move 
through your circumstances. Experience how this is prayer. 
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1.           FIRE OF LOVE: This term is used in many traditions 

including Christianity and Islam to speak about the intensity 
of the divine compassion which burns away the dross, or 
anything opaque to the divine light. This fire can also ignite 
our energies and restore our purity. 

 
2.           ABANDONMENT: Abandonment is often used as another 

term for the idea of detachment from the periphery in order 
to move toward the Center. We can abandon ourselves to 
the Center, placing everything in the divine care. We can 
also abandon those things which weigh us down, leaving 
them behind, thus freeing us to travel more lightly.
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This chapter is full of correspondences between the spirituality of 
Islam and the Christian tradition, especially as they are found in the 
Christian Scriptures. So many of the themes that characterize a 
Christian understanding of spiritual life Helminski beautifully 
expresses in this chapter on freedom of the soul.  
 
Freedom is at the heart of the spirituality of Jesus. Jesus spoke both 
about slavery (or addiction) to a way of life that keeps us in bondage, 
and about the way towards freedom. He stated his intention to set us 
free. It was, he said, for the sake of freedom that he was among us 
(John 8:34-36).  
 
Helminski speaks of the same freedom as a kind of essence or 
perfume. When we talk of the essence of mint, the rose, or orange 
blossoms we mean the concentration of its finest (sweetest) qualities. 
As our author points out, this essence is the finest and most subtle 
aspect of the plant. It can be known and refined out, but it is very 
difficult to adequately describe it in words. How do you describe, for 
example, the smell of a perfume? You simply have to experience it. 
Words are of little help. We can, however, identify it again when we 
have tasted or smelled it.  
 
The critical question, then, is what is the essence of human life? 
What is its highest quality, its full perfection? In particular, what is 
the essence of your own life (your own being)? Helminski says that 
we are being refined by God toward this essence and perfection 
which will culminate in our complete freedom. This is the finest 
essence of being human.  
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The Scriptures also use the image of fragrant incense burned and 
offered up to the glory of God. Human life is just such an offering, 
such a sacrifice. The divine fire burns us free of our impurities until 
all that is left is the essence, the pure and finest form; all else is ash. 
But in the burning  there occurs an alchemical transformation from 
which our own fragrance is offered back to God and to the world 
(Eph. 5:1).  The burning frees us from the egoic limitations which 
enslave us. Freedom is also a particular kind of knowledge. Again, 
like perfume, it must be experienced before we can say we “know” 
what it is. Jesus’ words,  “You shall know the truth, and the truth 
shall set you free” ( John 8:32), points to this knowledge. To know 
the truth about ourselves, about the true nature of the world, and 
about our relationship to the One Reality is the knowledge that frees 
us. 
 
Our whole lifetime is a preparation for and movement toward 
freedom. The Spirit’s work is to create this essential quality, and to 
do it in such a way that we express the finest quality of God, the 
freedom of self-determination. We are free to become something that 
we are not yet. No other creature seems to possess this capacity. We 
can only know it as we exercise freedom in the process of spiritual 
growth.  
 

 
 
 

1.           What is the difference between a human mind devoted to the 
material world of the senses, and the world of a 
“spiritualized” mind? 

 
2.           Helminski speaks about gaining flexibility. What are the 

rigidities that we maintain, and what is freedom experienced 
as a greater flexibility? How would you describe these as 
they exist in a human being? How is this contrasted with the 
wisdom of “becoming nothing?” What could this phrase 
possibly mean? 

 
3.           What does it mean that we could become “free within our 

circumstances” without having to change them? How is this 
related to the ego’s agenda? 

 
4.           There is a kind of paradox between the freedom of spiritual 

servanthood, and the bondage that we experience in our 
unconstrained human liberties. How do you explain this 
difference? How does our text express this other form of 
freedom? 

 
 
 
 

1.           There is a saying, “You cannot leave a trap until you know 
you’re in it.” The truth here is that true freedom entails a 
real understanding of the traps we’re in. In all honesty, then, 
we must seek for clear answers to the question, “What am I 
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in bondage to?” For an example of what areas you might 
wish to explore, examine Helminski’s description at the 
bottom of pages 133 and 134. 

 
2.           Quite naturally, over the early period of our lives, we form 

an egocentric view of the world. With that view, however, 
comes distortion. (On pages 132-134, Helminski explains 
what this means in some detail). Examine your own life, in 
the context of the feeling you have of being hurt, in pain, or 
frustrated. Seek to determine where and how that egocentric 
viewpoint enslaves you. In your journal write out what you 
discover. 

 
3.           Freedom from our own egocentricity is a “field” in which 

we can begin t he practice of surrender, trust, and friendship. 
These are called virtues within the Christian tradition, and 
they stand for those qualities which make us beautiful as 
human beings. Real human beauty is inward, not outward. 
That beauty can be developed through practice and exercise, 
and by developing a relationship with the divine Friend. In 
the midst of your daily life select one of the following 
qualities, and practice it as you would practice the violin or 
basketball. Make yourself “go through the moves” that this 
quality entails. You won’t do it perfectly, but by practice 
you will come to know what it actually is, its degree of 
difficulty, and the strength you will need in each 
circumstance to make it more real (generosity, patience, 
acceptance, truthfulness, courage). 

 
 
 
 

1.           There is another maxim which helps us understand 
contemplative prayer in the context of developing the inner 
qualities and the essence of freedom, “What we worship we 
become.” This illustrates the principle of imitation by 
example. We need models in order to master certain 
complex things. Becoming beautiful is more than simple 
appearance. It involves multiple dimensions of being. God 
has come to us as the “divine Friend.” That appearance 
provides a model which we can watch and learn from, but 
only if we take the time to “be with” the model, to expose 
ourselves to its influence and power upon us.  

 
              For Christians, the example and model of Christ’s life 

provides such an influence. In your practice of 
contemplative prayer do two things: first, sit with an icon of 
the Image of Christ (the Pantocrator), or in the presence of 
the “blessed sarament” and allow it to radiate out upon you. 
Second, use a verbal image in the Gospel (for example, the 
story of Jesus with the woman of Samaria, John 4:4-40) as a 
window through which you can begin to watch and imitate 
the image of the Friend modeling all the qualities of perfect, 
human freedom you find in the story. 
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2.           The following is a prayer, prayed by one of the world’s 

great saints. Pray this prayer with your whole heart. 
 

Time after time I came to your gate 
with raised hands, asking for more and 
              yet more. 
You gave and gave, now in slow 
measure, now in sudden excess.                                     
I took some, and some things I let  
drop; some lay heavy on my hands; 
some I made into playthings and broke  
them when tired; till the wrecks and 
the hoard of your gifts grew immense, 
hiding you, and the ceaseless expectation  
wore my heart out. 
Take, oh take--has now become my 
              cry. 
Shatter all from this beggar's bowl: 
put out this lamp of the importunate 
watcher.  
Hold my hands, raise me from  
the still-gathering heap of your gifts 
into the bare infinity of your uncrowded presence. 

Rabindranath Tagore 
The Soul Afire (36-37). 

 
 

 
 
 

1.           SLAVERY. This term has both a positive and negative side. 
Negatively it is used to describe the experience we have of 
inner slavery to things which keep us from realizing our true 
identity. On the other hand, it also points to the commitment 
of ourselves to a higher reality and a greater good than our 
own egocentricity; in this case it is more properly termed 
servanthood.  

 
2.           SUBTILIZATION: This is a word that speaks of the slow 

transformation into a being where the coarser qualities of 
human life are replaced by the higher, more subtle aspects 
of the divine nature.  
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In the last chapter mention was made of the fact that what we 
worship we become. This chapter explains exactly what this means 
for us as we begin to know and worship the Center of all Being and 
Beauty. All sacred traditions express the awesome fact that God is 
the center of beauty, the most beautiful “thing in all existence.” To 
worship that Beauty, to contemplate means that God begins to have a 
profound effect upon us and we are changed into that beauty. St. Paul 
says we are transformed from “one degree of glory (or beauty) to 
another” (II Cor. 3:18). 
 
Christianity gives us an image of perfect, human beauty to love, 
worship, and become. In the early tradition of Christianity there is a 
fascinating insight concerning the difference between image and 
likeness. The essence of this teaching is that humanity was made in 
the image of God, although through our experience of further 
separation from God that image has become distorted or marred. One 
of the reasons Christ is presented to us as a revelation of God is that 
through him we both get to see the image restored and receive the 
gift of that restoration. Through him God restores us to our former 
beauty, but having received that image we must grow into the 
likeness of Christ. What this means essentially is that we must take 
on the essential qualities of Christ’s life.  
 
As an illustration we might speak of a child who looks like his or her 
parents, but who does not act like them. That individual, however, 
over time, could become more and more like the image in respect to 
certain inner qualities. Not only would the child “look like” the 
parent, he or she would grow to “be like” the parent in a deeper, 
more personal way. 
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The image of God can be fully restored in us. The essential features 
of that restoration are intelligence, consciousness, and the freedom of 
self-determination, but these are only the beginning. In addition, we 
need to take on those qualities which we began to examine in the last 
chapter: generosity, patience, acceptance, truthfulness, and courage. 
 
In the Semitic traditions these qualities are expressed through the 
divine Names of God, which reflect and express God’s inner 
character. Interestingly, the perfected human form is said to express 
the divine Names in concrete human form to the wider world. We 
were created not only to know and worship these Names, but to 
become them. Christian Tradition understands that each person 
uniquely reflects one of the infinite Names of God.  
 
The Spirit is leading us toward the full expression of these Names 
and qualities. God’s Spirit attracts us to the divine Beauty and then as 
we begin to love it and worship it, slowly we become it. The Spirit 
interacts with our spirit through desire, recognition and worship 
(Rom. 8:15-16). This dynamic process whereby God actively seeks 
us out, attracts us, loves us, creates desire and love within us, 
gradually bringing us toward the perfect human form (the point of 
our original creation), is the grace of religion. 
 

 
 
 

1.           Helminski describes three kinds of love (which are also 
found in the Christian Scriptures); what are they? Using 
these as a guide, what is the current quality of your love for 
God? How do you experience it and express it? 

 
2.           Using the author’s powers of description, contrast the 

qualities of Spirit with that of the compulsive ego. Why do 
you think the human manifestation of this form of the ego 
becomes so ugly? 

 
3.           Throughout this chapter the terms divine Essence, Reality, 

Beauty, Quality, and Names are used to express the truth of 
the existence of a Transcendent domain which we seek to 
realize in our own being. What is the relationship of these 
terms? Are they expressing the same idea or different ideas? 
How are they related? 

 
4.           The Perfect Human comes into being, Helminski says (140), 

through sacrifice and effort. How is this related to the 
experience of gain and loss (138), do you think? 
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1.           What qualities (Names) do you most want to practice? You 

might begin with the question, “What quality do I need 
most?” Take that quality and look at it. Look at it 
objectively first, as it is expressed and explained by sacred 
tradition, and then subjectively, as it is beginning to be 
expressed in you. How would you like that quality to be 
expressed in you? What would it look like under the aspect 
of your own personality? What do you need to do to make it 
so? 

 
2.           Helminski speaks about using the active imagination to 

become awake to the presence and movement of the Spirit 
in and through the universe. You could, of course, take this 
in a broad sense, and look for that movement outside your 
own self in the broader history of the universe. It would be 
better, however, to look for the Spirit within the universe as 
you experience it. When you do that, what do you find? Use 
your active imagination as a kind of detector. For example, 
reframe your life using this perspective; God stands just 
behind the lattice work of external appearances, watching 
us, our reactions and responses. God seeks for opportunities 
to strengthen our resolves and to encourage our growth, 
even through our difficulties and problems. Now try and 
detect this presence. What do you find? 

 
 
 
 

1.           In previous exercises of contemplative prayer you have been 
asked to use one of the divine Names. Lists of names have 
been made available. From those lists what have you found 
that captures your heart or attention? Suppose, though, that 
as is true in many relationships, there could be a “secret” 
name (often a nickname) that is used intimately to express 
friendship and affection. What would such a name for the 
divine Friend be for you? In meditation call out to God 
using a name that expresses this intimacy. 

 
2.           The universe and the events we experience in it are God’s 

instrument of transformation. As Helminski says, “the 
universe is infinite response” (140). Perhaps we could say it 
is infinitely responsive. “It gives back to us what we give to 
it, only more so” (141). This being the case, it is important 
that we have a certain sensitivity toward the universe, an 
open awareness. In order to strengthen this awareness in 
you, go into a secluded spot within the natural order. Find a 
place that seems to invite you there. Relax into it, and in that 
quietness allow the divine presence to fill you. It is not 
important that you “feel” anything in particular, but that you 
open yourself to God through the manifold aspects of the 
creation. Practice this repeatedly. 
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1.           DIVINE ESSENCE: The inner reality of God is said to be 

God’s essence. Like our own inner essence, it remains 
hidden until we disclose it through self-disclosure. Not only 
must God reveal that inner essence to us before we can 
know it, revelation must be accompanied by symbols that 
we can understand. Yet we must always realize that these 
symbols are only approximations of what that essence is. 

 
2.           DIVINE ATTRIBUTE: The inner essence of God are the 

divine Names and Qualities through which we come to 
understand God. These Names and Qualities are attributes 
of the divine which are reflected and refracted in certain 
ways through our own being as we are brought to perfection 
through the Spirit.
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Two great teachings come together in this chapter; the teaching 
concerning human transformation, and the central doctrine of love. 
As Helminski shows, these are not two entirely separate doctrines. 
They act together, for one depends upon the other. Love is the 
transformer. Interestingly, love is also the central subject of almost 
all our songs, movies, novels, and art. This powerful and sometimes 
illusive aspect of human life is ubiquitous, it is woven into 
everything and into every part of our being. Yet we struggle with it,  
as love struggles with us. 
 
The Source of Love is God; as Helminski says, love is the cause of 
everything, because, God, the Cause, is love (I John 4:8). It is God’s 
longing (God’s desire, or love) to transform us into love, by love. We 
are so conscious of this element because we recognize both its 
illusive nature and its transformative effect. The world brims with 
this divine energy. It courses through the “veins” of the world. It is 
the creative power that shapes and reshapes the material order, that 
drives us, and causes us to seek and search beyond ourselves. It 
pushes us beyond our limits into relationship. It draws and attracts us 
to Beauty.  
 
To be a spiritual being, then, is to begin to unite with love as love 
acts in the world, but no longer unconsciously. Now we begin to act 
with love consciously. For a Christian, life in the spirit means to 
become gradually aware of this as the grace given at baptism. 
Awareness of this grace slowly transforms the whole human person. 
Throughout the pilgrimage of life, through all of its “initiatory” 
moments (giving up, going down into death, and rising again into a 
new form of life through love), we are slowly transformed by the 
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love of the One who has always loved us. This is at the heart of the 
mystery of our passage through the temporal world. All those 
baptized into the Way of Christ are called to take this journey which 
sets us free from ourselves and unites us to the wider energies of 
love. 
 
As Helminski so powerfully points out, sacred teaching recognizes 
that love is both a choice and an act. We learn to love by choosing to 
love and acting out that love in the same way we choose certain 
vocations for ourselves and then learn to act in and upon them. If we 
choose nursing, for example, we must learn to become a nurse, and 
act like a nurse. Perhaps at the beginning it seems strange (or even 
alien) to who we are. Later, however, as we grow into the vocation, it 
seems natural to us. Love is like that. 
 
Ultimately love is unitive, it unites to everything. In the last hours of 
Jesus’ life, he prayed a prayer which is recorded in John 17. In it 
Jesus asks that we all may be one as he and the Father are one (John 
17:11, 23). It is a prayer for unity. It is a prayer of deepest 
compassion and love for everything that is separated from love. As 
Jesus goes to the cross he makes this prayer the center or reason for 
such an act of self-sacrifice. Jesus demonstrates that the deepest 
motive of the divine, what is at God’s heart, is to act out of and from 
love (John 3:16). This whole world is the object of that love as is 
every human being. 
 

 
 
 

1.           There is a great difference between the sentimental ways we 
speak (or sing) about love (luv), and the powerful way that 
Rumi speaks about love in the opening poem. What is the 
difference? How do (or do they not) compare? 

 
2.           Using Helminski’s insights, define eros, and philos, and 

agape. As necessary, put this into your own words using 
your own examples to help express how they are different. 

 
3.           Helminski asks an important and critical question for 

someone pursuing a spiritual path, “Can we be lovers all the 
time?” (145). How would you answer this question? If the 
answer is “yes,” then, given the human condition as you 
experience it, how is it possible? What makes it possible in a 
practical way? 

 
4.           At the end of the chapter, Helminski speaks about the 

unique expression of love that each one of us makes. What 
does he mean by this? Thinking about yourself, what do you 
think is your own uniqueness in this regard? 
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1.           Our task is to become conscious of the greater energy of 
love that is already present and to join forces with it. As you 
live through a day, pay special attention to those moments 
when you sense that love is in and around things, grounding 
existence. Pay attention to those moments when that sense is 
entirely absent. What happens inside of you in each 
experience? How do you become conscious of the presence 
of love? How did you lose it? Have you learned anything 
about joining forces with it using this exercise? 

 
2.           As is clear from this chapter, there are many forms of love. 

At base, there is love that is fundamentally unitive, and love 
that is separative. Helminski explains the difference. Be sure 
you understand what that difference is. He bases it on love 
coming from the motives of the ego versus love that comes 
from a higher source. Egoic love separates. Divine love 
melds things together. Again, can you discern the difference 
in yourself? It is important to begin to discern that 
difference not after a particular act of “loving” (from the 
effects in us or in others), but before we make an act of love. 
Can you discern that difference within yourself? What are 
the inner clues? 

 
3.           Ultimately we are to learn “to love at will” (146). This is an 

amazing accomplishment. When this happens we are no 
longer subject to our interior whims and sentiments. We 
have joined forces with love and can act from a certain 
inner, spiritual strength. This represents a level of spiritual 
maturity. In order to accomplish it we must learn, first, how 
to choose, and then how to act in a particular way. 
Helminski gives us a list with which to begin: kindness, 
generosity, patience (145). Choose one of these and make it 
a conscious act. 

 
 
 
 

1.           There are poems in the great anthologies of Rumi which 
express the love and attraction that one can feel in the 
presence of God as Beloved. Read these two poems and 
then use them to help you find that place of quietness where 
you too may go and be with the divine Beloved who holds 
you in love and in existence. Perhaps in that presence you 
would breathe the prayer printed below. 

 
              Love comes sailing through and I scream. 
              Love sits beside me like a private supply of itself. 

Love puts away the instruments, and takes off the silk robes. 
              Our nakedness together changes me completely. 
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              After being with me one whole night, 
              you ask how I live when you’re not here. 
              Badly, frantically, like a fish trying to breathe dry sand. 
              You weep and say, “But you choose that.” 
 
2.           Here is a prayer, prayed by Rumi. Make it your own. Use it 

daily for a week.  
 

Love, O pure, deep Love, 
Be here, be now, be all. 
Worlds dissolve into your stainless, endless radiance. 
Frail living leaves burn with you brighter than cold stars. 
Make me your servant, your breath, your core. 

 
 
 
 

1.           UNITIVE LIFE. Within the Christian tradition this term 
refers to the highest development of contemplation and its 
practical results in the temporal world. In the saint who has 
achieved this level of spiritual realization, all things exist 
united (as a whole), which bring about profound change and 
transformation. 

 
2.           DIVINE REVELATION: The means by which God 

communicates with humanity is through revelation. God 
takes the initiative through self-disclosure in terms that we 
as humans can understand. Revelation is made to us when 
we are ready for it, but it is not private. It is given to the 
totality of a people, for the good of all. 
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Both Islam and Christianity understand that love is central to religion 
and religious practice, though each may express that understanding in 
a different way, with contrasting emphases. A contrast is also made 
in this chapter between religion as it is conventionally understood 
(the doctrine and practice of a sacred tradition), and “the religion of 
love” which, in a certain sense, transcends all formal religions. There 
is a certain degree of tension between these two understandings of 
religion, but one does not cancel out the other. Love, however, may 
transcend conventional religion, just as the actual experience of love 
transcends all our statements or declarations about love. As St. Paul 
describes it, the Spirit of God leads us beyond “the letter of the 
(religious) law” to its core, or its spirit, which is love written on the 
“pages” of the heart (II Cor. 3:3-6). For to live by love is to go 
beyond law. Laws of any kind (religious laws in particular), are only 
a shadow of a higher “law” or principle, which makes them obsolete 
(Gal. 22-23). The opening lines of poetry for this chapter expresses 
this insight so well.  
 
The one who practices “the religion of love,” however, is not 
unaffected by problems or difficulties. Neither is a lover exempted 
from spiritual practice. In certain ways the difficulties posed by love 
are more acute, and the practices more rigorous. The demands are 
greater because the stakes in this great “game of love” are so high.  
 
The problems encountered in any form of religious practice, 
however, is not caused by the prescriptions or injunctions of a faith. 
Rather, the difficulties we experience lie inside of us, inside the ego. 
As Helminski has consistently shown throughout this book, the 
central concern of spiritual practice is the diseases of the ego. Human 
beings can be (and often are), “dangerous animals” because they 
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have such amazing powers. Our powers and our abilities are both 
gifts and threats, which is why they must be placed under the sway of 
love and compassion. Without that over-riding power, then we go 
astray, and our power can so easily become destructive. 
  
This chapter ends with a very touching story about the living reality 
of a spiritual master, Shaikh Suleyman Dede. In it we not only 
receive insight into a part of the religious domain of Sufism, but we 
catch a glimpse of what lies at the heart of spiritual practice as it 
turns in love and compassion towards the needs of humanity. Only a 
spiritually strong individual, empty of ego, can express this degree of 
humility.  
 
It is this reality which becomes the “rose garden” of the inner self, 
from which the fragrance of eternity spreads out into our world. It is 
also this inner reality which is the subject of Jesus’ enigmatic 
instruction called the Sermon on the Mount. So much of what we do 
not understand about the inner life of an individual who is blessed 
and becomes a blessing is rooted in this kind of inner state expressed 
through deep humility. It is to this inner condition that love leads us. 
This form of life is obviously neither easy nor “natural” to us in the 
ordinary human sense. Yet, it is the “paradise” for which we long, the 
homeland of the human soul. It is God’s pleasure to lead us there 
through the teaching and practice of the “religion of love.” 
 
 

 
 
 

1.           What is the gambling metaphor and why is it used, do you 
think? What does a gambler do? 

 
2.           How will learning to love express itself in us? 
 
3.           The disease which affects the ego typically moves in one of 

two directions, or expresses itself in one of two modes. 
What are they? 

 
4.           What are the fundamental virtues that manifest themselves 

when an individual follows the path of love? 
 
 
 
 

1.           Helminski speaks about the transformation of insecurity, 
defensiveness, self-doubt and fear into trust, goodwill, 
confidence and courage. Look at your own life and identify 
how each of these two sets of four operate in your 
experience. Often the latter four become part of our lives 
when we give them space, or allow the Spirit to which we 
are connected to express them through us. Use the 
experience of a day both to examine how the first four 
appear within your life and how to give place to the second 
four. Make note of these experiences in your journal. 
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2.           A contrast is made between balancing on top of a tall pole 

and walking a narrow path. How do you experience the 
difference between these two in daily life?  

 
3.           The story at the end of the chapter expresses humility in a 

very powerful way. Humility is not easy for any of us, since 
it is often foreign to the demands of the ego to have “first 
place.” How might you express to the strangers in your life 
this same form of humble hospitality? Take an opportunity 
to do just that. 

 
 
 
 
 

1.           There is a book with the title Daily Life as Spiritual 
Exercise. The basic conception of this text is that life itself 
is prayer, to live is to pray. In the story at the end of the 
chapter the Sufi master is both living and praying in the 
same way that Brother Lawrence practiced the presence of 
God. Use opportunities in your day to consciously pray by 
living. It need not be done in some extra-ordinary way, but 
in simple gestures, acts, thoughts and deeds.  

 
2.           Helminski says that “religion is reverence” (149). This is an 

important understanding because prayer itself is best 
expressed as reverent awe before the majesty, beauty, and 
glory of God. In fact, the easiest way of finding your true 
center or beginning to practice centering prayer is through 
the experience of wonder and awe. You might take time to 
notice where and when you experience this inner sense of 
reverence. When you do, remain there in that state, and let it 
instruct you. What are you experiencing? Where in your 
being do you experience this? What conditions are 
necessary for it to be real and alive inside of you? Can you 
get back to that place again? Often music and visual beauty 
evokes wonder and reverential awe. Notice when these stir 
within you and use them as a means of prayer. 

 
 
 
 

1.           ALI: was the cousin of the Prophet Muhammad and one of 
his earliest followers. Later he became the leader of the 
Islamic community and is known for his spirituality and the 
chain of spiritual teaching that exists in Islam especially in 
the Shiite division of Islam. 
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2.           ABU BAKR, a personal friend, and fellow trader, by 

profession, was one of the Prophet’s first followers. Later, 
after the Prophet Muhammad’s death, he was elected as the 
first caliph, or leader of the Islamic community. 
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There is within each of us a need and a longing for that which is 
greater than ourselves. As our author states, we have an “innate 
need” for the infinite. It is built into the fabric of our being. It 
represents a longing which will not go away, but which we seek to 
satisfy in myriads of  ways. Most of our attempts, however, end in 
futility, only frustrating us further. As the little poem of Rumi’s at the 
beginning of this chapter indicates, we are both attracted to and resist 
our contact with the Infinite. We long for it and at the same time are 
afraid of it. Yet, in seeking us, the Infinite desires only our good. 
Though contact with God may shame us, it will also deliver us. 
 
Human beings are meant to serve that which is higher than 
themselves. We are at our best when we act as channels for that 
which is greater than ourselves. We are at our worst we all we do is 
merely self-serving. To serve the self is to serve an “idol” and 
idolatry blinds us to the Real, which is why the divine revelation 
insists that we must give up our idolatries in order to know ultimate 
Reality. Not only are we meant to serve this higher Reality, we are 
meant to be its priests.  
 
 The word priest, of course, can be a problem for many people. What 
it means fundamentally is a human being who accepts his or her role 
as a mediator between the eternal and the temporal, the infinite and 
the finite. Someone who knows, loves, and can bring other people 
into contact with the Infinite becomes a “priest.” In that role, 
therefore, not only do we serve God, we serve the creation as well. 
We work for its well-being, its ultimate good, and transformation. In 
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the tradition of the Bible this is why men and women are asked to 
become a “royal priesthood,” servants of the Kingdom of Heaven, 
making that realm available to the world in a way that is felt, known, 
and powerful (I Pet. 2: 9). 
 
When Christians gather in the Presence of God to worship, they 
rejoice and celebrate a love that knows no limit. Their celebration is 
not only called eucharist (a celebration of praise and thanksgiving), 
it is also said to be a remembrance or recollection of the divine 
Presence which is to be enjoyed, received and then carried back out 
into the world as food to feed hungry humanity. This cycle of 
celebration, reception, and return to the world is called liturgy, the 
work of the people. The central work of humanity (its liturgy), is to 
bring the worship of God as food or sacrament to feed the world. We 
human beings are to be its priests, its servants. This role can only 
happen, however, when we detach from service to ourselves and 
engage in a worship that transcends us.  
 
Although each faith tradition has its own unique forms of worship, 
authentic religious teaching and worship is always designed to turn 
us away from an exclusive attachment to ourselves to the worship of 
Transcendence. Christian worship centers around this theme, and fits 
beautifully with the insights taught in this chapter. We can become 
better priests as we understand and practice the implications of our 
need to worship God daily.  
 

 
 
 
 

1.           It is true that in our western world we have elevated certain 
idols into a pantheon of worship. We don’t typically think of 
it like that, but the question is what do we as a people or 
society serve? What do we worship? Make a list of what 
you sense to be our great idols. 

 
2.           As described in this chapter, what is self-idolatry? What 

terms and ideas are used to help us understand this most 
troubling form of idol worship? 

 
3.           Helminski speaks of the need for the creation of an inner 

vacuum. Why is this vacuum necessary? What purpose does 
it have in our spiritual life? Can you think of any part of 
Jesus’ teaching related to this idea? 

 
4.           What is true humility? How does it relate to the teaching in 

this chapter concerning a vaccum? 
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1.           On a practical level, it is very critical that we learn to 
recognize the objects of worship other than God both within 
and outside ourselves. Examine your own life. What part of 
you is an idol, an object of worship? What do you serve? 
What outside of you commands your subservience? 

 
2.           In order to practice a life in which humility is expressed as 

an emptiness (or vacuum), we must remain fundamentally 
“in love,” or else humility will become another form of self-
service. Notice how love colors everything, even sense of 
daily life. To be “in love” with God is to worship before the 
divine Presence constantly. Practice this possibility. How 
does it work for you? How do you fall in and out of love? 
How do you remain present in worship or leave the inner 
worship of the heart? 

 
3.           Your priesthood is to the world. This was explained in the 

introductory section of this lesson. You bear responsibility 
both to God and to the creation. You can be a link between 
the two, bringing them together within your own being and 
experience. Take a day and enter it thinking, “I am a priest 
to my world.” How does a priest act and serve? How do you 
exercise your priesthood? 

 
 
 
 

              Centering Prayer is a method by which we experience 
balanced concentration and equilibrium through the practice 
of prayer. In a beautiful paragraph, Helminski expresses it 
this way: 

 
              When we gather our faculties, giving them both direction 

and stillness, as if before the face of Love, we are also 
preparing ourselves to remember this Love spontaneously at 
other times. If we consistently direct our attention, desire, 
will, thought, and feeling in the direction of Love, the Love 
thus realized becomes a vital power and capacity. Through 
worship we are rejoined with the One we worship (154-
155). 

 
              There are many forms of centering prayer: the use of icons, 

rosaries, symbolic forms, chants, etc. Each of them has their 
own unique formulation and practice. Many of them have 
been the subject of this section in other chapters. The 
essence, however, is the intentionality and the attitude by 
which we enter the prayer. Helminski says it is loving 
attention directed in and toward love.  To love God with 
one’s heart and soul while we are praying makes all these 
forms more than mere methodologies. It turns them into 
centering prayer, because it rejoins us to the One we 
worship. Love, however, is more than a feeling or a sudden 
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emotion. Instead, it is a sense of relationship and attraction 
that holds two people together. Using one of these forms 
allow it to become centering prayer. 

 
2.           Helminski makes mention of the fact that group worship and 

practice can and often does magnify the effect and power of 
prayer. Human beings gain strength and insight from 
entering the divine Presence together. If you have 
opportunity, join the practice of group contemplative prayer. 
Give yourself enough time to get acquainted with the 
dynamics of group prayer. 

 
3.           One of the issues of human priesthood is intercessory 

prayer, praying for others and for the creation. Intercessory 
prayer involves bearing the burden for someone else by 
lifting that burden, pain, or need into the divine Presence. 
You do this as you would bring a plant into the sunlight and 
allow the life-giving rays to bathe the plant in light. Make a 
list of four or five items that you have been given, and bring 
them daily into the divine Light. 

 
4.           Finally, our author says that “a protective grace becomes 

available to those who share worship” (154). Many 
traditions have prayed prayers of protective grace. Here is 
one from the Celtic tradition of Christianity: 

 
 

Christ be within to keep us, 
beside us to guard, 
before us to lead, 
behind us to protect, 
beneath us to support, 
above us to bless. 

 
 

 
 
 
 

1.           DIVINE MILIEU: Surrounding us and holding us in 
existence is a Power or Force which sustains the world and 
holds it in relationship. This is the Divine Milieu. It exists 
both within and outside ourselves. It is invisible, yet strong. 
The Christian tradition calls this the logos, Chinese 
tradition, the Tao, Hinduism, atman. 

 
2.           EROS: Though the chapter has not used this word, it is the 

Greek term in Christianity for the deep, inner longing we 
have that can only be satisfied by the divine Transcendence. 
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3.           KINGDOM OF HEAVEN: The realm in which the full 

power of the divine holds sway without any obstacle or 
intervention is the Kingdom of Heaven. It exists fully and 
completely in heaven, but it can also exist on earth, as Jesus 
prayed, or more particularly within the human heart. 
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In this chapter Helminski speaks about the work of the Spirit in the 
human soul using the illustration of navigation. Within religious 
tradition there is a predominating message which says that we are 
adrift, without compass or bearings on the wide sea of existence. It is 
not that such “instruments” do not exist; in fact, originally they 
existed within each of us, but we have become lost and they have 
gone silent. This image is similar to the sense that human beings have 
“gone dead” spiritually in Christian tradition. Something vital is now 
silent and unavailable to us. Thus we are lost and in need of rescue.  
 
What is at stake is not only the ability to find our destination, but to 
keep us from sinking. The purpose of divine revelation, therefore, is 
to restore the beam of light that will guide us, and to repair the 
instrument of seeing within us that can receive and use the guidance 
that is directed our way. God is at work on the human soul (the 
psyche), restoring its capacities to their original fullness. In God’s 
work nothing is to be lost or wasted, even the ego. Each vital part is 
reformed, refined, and transfigured until we function according to our 
original design with all its God-given potentialities. 
 
The heart names the inner organ of human potentiality which can 
function at a level well beyond the physical senses. This instrument 
exists and from time to time it comes into play within us, but largely 
it lies dormant and unused. As Helminski points out it is an organ of 
immense proportion for it can potentially be our link to what he 
terms, “Cosmic Mind.” Sacred tradition has much to teach us 
concerning the heart, its spiritual states and levels of development. It 
is clear in the teaching that the heart can either receive the divine 
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energies, or it can become opaque and impenetrable to them. It can 
be a clear medium (like crystal) through which the divine light is 
diffused and shines, or it can have in it that which blocks the light.  
 
Spiritual teaching addresses the state of the human heart. It seeks to 
create in us a “new heart” (or a new inner self) that has been refined 
and restored. For Christians, as for Muslims, what this new self looks 
like is not an abstraction. It has been clearly manifested through the 
prophets and their message. It has also been lived out in the person of 
Jesus as an example and guide. Interestingly, in the Christian 
Scriptures, St. Paul speaks of not only receiving a new heart, but also 
a new mind, the mind of Christ. This is, of course, a reference to the 
fact that the whole being and consciousness of humanity is to be 
transfigured so that it can bear the light of God and shine with its 
radiance.  
 
Earlier in this study guide, I took exception to Helminski’s use of the 
term “unconscious” for spiritual consciousness, since it typically 
refers to the realm that is below the level of waking consciousness. 
Instead, we might use the term “supra-conscious” to indicate that 
level of awareness which transcends both the unconscious realm and 
the normal waking state. This will also help us perhaps to distinguish 
between psychology and spirituality and the work that is appropriate 
to each realm. 
 
 

 
 
 

1.           Using Helminski’s insights, in your own words define the 
heart. 

 
2.           What do we do with the intuitions of the heart? How do we 

make them available as a practical guide in our everyday 
lives? 

 
3.           How does Helminski describe the level of normal, waking 

consciousness? 
 
4.           What caution does Helminski advise concerning the 

acceptance of images, especially of psychic perceptions? 
Give some examples in your own experience that would 
support his caution. 

 
5.           Our author talks about two ends of a spectrum; the Absolute 

and the Satanic. How does he define and describe each? 
Why is it important to have a definition and understanding 
of each, do you think? 
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1.           What is your experience of Cosmic Mind? Do you feel that 
you participated in a form of consciousness that is larger 
than the limitations of yourself? How have you experienced 
such awareness?  

 
2.           Helminski speaks about the practice of “isness” and 

“suchness.” It is important not only to know what he means 
by these two terms, but also how to go about practicing 
them. What are your insights about this issue? How would 
you advise someone to practice this form of wisdom? Using 
your own advice, how well does it work for you? 

 
3.           On page 159, Helminski asks a very important series of 

questions. Examine your own life and answer these in 
relationship to what you already know and experience. 
Make an inventory using these questions as guides. Writing 
in your journal; describe what you discover. 

 
4.           Have you ever received spiritual direction from a guide or 

teacher? This chapter expresses the necessity of doing so on 
a regular basis (164). As a part of your own practice, 
schedule an opportunity to sit down and talk with someone 
whom you trust, about the development of your spiritual 
life. 

 
 
 
 

1.           On several occasions throughout this text we have 
introduced prayer as the practice of the Presence of God in 
daily life. Once again, in this chapter, the issue arises as a 
natural part of our daily awareness of the divine Presence 
and how we respond to it. In this chapter “simultaneous with 
this presence, a loving attitude toward all manifestations of 
life will help create the necessary invisible 
connections” (162). This is also understood as the 
“spontaneous reception of knowledge” which appears out of 
a “great love of knowing the universe” (162). All of these 
modes of prayer come through a deep sense of inter-
connectedness. It is important that this connection be 
maintained through loving attention toward the universe. In 
your practice you might take a day to go into silent retreat 
somewhere in the natural order. Prepare for this day 
prayerfully, and then settle into it quietly. Give yourself 
time to rest, read, pray, walk, watch, listen, and think, all the 
while establishing a loving contact with the universe. 

 
2.           Another practice which supports prayer is the practice of 

fasting. Fasting is typically thought of as going without 
eating food. This is one aspect, of course, but other forms of 
fasting include fasting from noise, activity, certain normal 
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rhythms for a given time in order to become more aware. 
Again, take a day, maybe your day of retreat, and practice 
fasting within it. Fast from food, talking, the television and 
radio, and simply remain alert and listening during that time.  

 
 
 
 

1.           SHAMAN: In indigenous societies shamans were holy men 
and women whose vocation was to bring people into an 
awareness of spirit, and to bring spirituality to bear in the 
normal course of life. 

 
2.           COSMIC MIND: This term can also be understood to be 

similar to (if not identical with) divine consciousness, or the 
mind (consciousness) of God. Because God’s presence is 
everywhere, so is divine consciousness. Individual or 
personal consciousness has a share in that larger mind. 

 
3.           PASSIVE IMAGINATION: This term is used in contrast 

to active imagination. In this chapter passive imagination is 
that part of our imagination which simply accepts without 
discrimination or discernment whatever comes into it. 
Active imagination, on the other hand, discerns and 
discriminates, and therefore chooses between certain 
images. 

 
4.           PSYCHIC AWARENESS: Human beings are constantly 

made aware that their awarenesses often exceed the five 
senses. These more subtle forms of awareness are often 
difficult to account for and they seem to come from a realm 
beyond humans. Sacred tradition has warned us that though 
these forms of knowledge do exist, they do not come from 
the ultimate, but are an intermediary realm. It is easy to 
mistake one for the other, and to become so absorbed by the 
intermediate that we fail to make contact with the ultimate. 
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As we grow up and out of childhood we choose particular vocations 
and roles in life. These we live out thinking that they are the purpose 
for which we were born, but are they? Sacred tradition teaches us 
otherwise. We certainly have roles to play in this world, but none of 
these are ultimate for us; they are only temporary and provisional. 
Our final destiny is to learn a vocation that will exceed any particular 
secular vocation we may have chosen in the temporal world. We are 
meant to fulfill roles and vocations we cannot easily imagine, but 
which bless and vivify the cosmos. The mission and vocation we 
were created for is universal and cosmic in proportion. In Christian 
faith it is called, opus dei, the divine work.  
 
Sacred teaching also makes it clear that this ultimate vocation need 
not be deferred to some unknown future. We can begin now in this 
lifetime to enter into it. In this chapter we are asked to become aware 
of what our ultimate vocation might be and begin to exercise it now 
by transcending the narrow limitations we have placed upon 
ourselves. Our limitation, however, is not any particular role we play 
out in ordinary time, but the ego itself. Because we are called into the 
service of the Divine Unknown, we are to place ourselves at the 
service of something which is far greater than our own egoic needs or 
demands. This is difficult for us, and has been the focus of so much 
of the spiritual work of this book. What it means is that we must 
achieve a kind of inner emptiness (from ourselves) in order that we 
might be a channel of grace, fully attuned to the greater needs of 
humanity and the world.  
True service, however, comes as we grow from one awareness to 
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another. For example, when we began our earthly vocations we 
started out “green.” We entered that work with ideas and ideals, but 
without experience. As we matured on the job, we became more 
practiced and wiser. Reality itself was our teacher, so that over time 
we accrued a kind of inner knowledge about the work that new 
recruits typically do not have. This took our practice of the work 
from a simple “doing” of the tasks, to a deeper level where, in a 
certain way, we “became” the work itself. 
  
When any person of skill or craft accomplishes a task in their given 
field, what you notice is that they do the work out of who they are. 
Somehow all the skill and artistry is “built into” the fabric of their 
being, so that there is a kind of naturalness to the work, even an 
artistry. The same is true of our ultimate service to God and to the 
world. Spiritual servanthood is an art form, practiced in love and 
expressed in very concrete ways that seem “natural” to the occasion. 
In its maturity, this form of service is never forced. It is the 
outgrowth of the connection between what is needed at the moment 
and an individual’s gift of being.  
 
Another aspect of spiritual work has to do with what is often called 
“syncronicity,”  or as Helminski says, “We begin to be in the right 
place at the right time to fill a need” (168). The inner qualities that 
are needed and that can become available to need in this way are the 
result of spiritual growth and development over time. Inner capacities 
grow, spiritual awareness widens with the loss of personal 
preoccupation. The gift of beatitude becomes available through the 
channel of a human being. This is the pathway of return. It takes us 
back into the world as ministers of the grace that is available from the 
Source which is not ourselves, but from which we spring. 
 
 

 
 
 

1.           We each develop responses to life and the flow of daily 
circumstances. Our responses are typically a result of 
conditioning. Helminski speaks about “unconditioning” 
which allows us to meet life in a new way. What is this new 
type of response? How does it begin to be expressed? 

 
2.           There are dangers in serving God, things we need to learn to 

avoid. What are these? Why are they dangerous? 
 
3.           The metaphor of marriage is used in this chapter to illustrate 

spiritual work. How is it used? What sorts of lessons can we 
draw from it for ourselves? 

 
4.           What are the three fundamental questions answered by the 

Sufi, Ansari? How do you understand his answers? What do 
they mean for you as you serve God? 
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1.           Helminski states that “service without presence is 
sleep” (167), and that, “any action without presence is 
mechanical” (168). You have certainly experienced this and 
know it to be true. Can you think of examples when both of 
these statements have been true? When have you gone 
beyond sleep and a mechanical doing of service? What has 
changed inside of you? How is the service and action 
different? Notice in your daily practice of divine service 
what “puts you to sleep,” and what makes you alive and 
awake. 

 
2.           We sometimes experience synchronicity very powerfully. 

At other times we experience its opposite: being in the right 
spot at the wrong time, or being present to work, but doing it 
in the wrong place or the wrong way. What makes this latter 
experience so difficult? What do you think causes it? Could 
it be that we could always experience synchronicity? What 
would be needed to have that experience be normal for our 
spiritual  work? 

 
3.           Helminski speaks about the need of “slowing down.” (170). 

Does this have anything to do with our experience of 
synchronicity? You might experiment with this idea. It is 
very easy to say “yes” to many good things, but to get 
nothing accomplished as a result. Deliberately accept a task 
you feel called to complete, and say “no” to others. Then, 
slowly, with care and loving attention begin to fulfill the one 
you have been called to. How does this change the 
outcome? 

 
 
 
 
 

1.           In the last chapter we suggested that you go on retreat. 
Again, you might think of your retreat as an opportunity to 
slow down the pace and pay attention to life in a new way. 
You could also punctuate any normal day with “mini-
retreats” where you deliberately slow down to be in the 
divine Presence and refresh your awareness of the Source of 
life. Make this a form of contemplative prayer. 

 
2.           The subject of being asleep and coming awake has very 

much to do with the purpose of prayer. Prayer is like a bell. 
It awakens us, or, at least, it can awaken us if it is practiced 
in a manner which brings us to attention. There is a passage 
in the letter to the Ephesians which was, in fact, a hymn. It 
is sung this way: 
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              Awake, sleeper, 
              rise from the dead, 
              and Christ will shine upon you. (Eph. 5:14). 
 
              Use this prayer as a means of calling upon God. Your 

“calling God” is said by sacred tradition to be “God’s 
calling” you awake. By remembering (invoking) the divine 
Names, you come awake to your purpose and vocation. 

 
3.           In other chapters we have introduced the “breath prayer” of 

Christian practice. Breathing is itself prayer, and so by 
paying attention to the rise and fall of breath, we are brought 
to a centered, spiritual attention. Notice, however, that the 
image of breath is used to speak about the whole universe 
where the divine breath breathes us out in Spirit (wind, or 
breath). Life itself is breathing, and to become aware of its 
rhythmic flow is to take the individual breath-prayer and to 
let it become the prayer of life itself breathing us. In your 
praying make this connection. Notice the larger divine 
breath of life that is flowing out in wide, slow rhythms. Pray 
life! Use Rumi’s prayer at the beginning of the chapter as 
your own. To every breathing out of life, pray, “O Lord, I 
am here.” 

 
 
 
 

1.           ILLAHIS: Helminski uses this word to express the Islamic 
prayer form, often used as a chant, La ilah Allah illah. The 
phrase means, there is no God, but God (or, there is no 
reality but God; there is only God). This prayer form is 
chanted in Sufi gatherings as the prayer of remembrance 
(dzikr). 

 
2.           KWAJA ABDULLAH ANSARI: this Sufi saint of the 

twelfth century has written a remarkable book which is 
currently available in English,  Intimate Conversations, 
New York: Paulist Press, 1978.

Definitions 



 

133 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

In this final chapter, Helminski returns to the origin of the teaching of 
this book, Sufism. Although Sufism is expressly the spirituality of 
Islam (its inner teaching), our author points out that it also represents 
a way of life that is universally understood as embodying Islam’s 
ideals and not a mere doctrinal formula. As in Islam, each of the 
major world religions has a tradition of enlightenment that is its 
wisdom. The goal of that wisdom is to practice a way of life that will 
actualize the divine presence within human beings.  
 
These spiritual or mystical traditions live. They are not merely dead 
relics of the past, but living channels for the flow of spiritual life into 
the contemporary world. Individuals who give themselves to these 
paths practice the faith of the tradition in such a way that their lives 
carry it on and make it available to others. Sufism is just such a living 
tradition whose spirit and blessing is passed on from generation to 
generation as a practical way of life. Christianity express these same 
ideals at its heart, and also makes the practice of inner life available 
through its spiritual traditions. 

 
The ultimate goal of all spirituality is not simply the transmission of 
truth and blessing, but the transformation of the individual and, 
through the individual, the community. The goal is to reach a deeper 
identity of who we are created to be. That identity lies in God and not 
in our superficial personalities, and is often called our “Supreme 
Identity,” for it is the apex of who we are, our meaning and destiny.  
In order to effectively awaken us to that identity, sacred traditions 
must challenge the viewpoints and assumptions that we normally 
make. We assume that things are the way we perceive them on a 
conventional level. But the inner traditions of religion will not let us 
be satisfied with the conventional.  
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When religious tradition is playing its divinely appointed role in this 
world, it challenges us and even makes us uncomfortable. Often, we 
would like religion to tell us what we already know or accept, but it 
will not. At its best, it critiques us and the age in which we live 
instead. It makes greater claims for us, and demands more of us. 
Often we try to make religion “in our image” instead of letting it 
recreate us in a new image or identity, but that is a mistake. Religion 
that merely reflects us cannot transform us, which is why a divinely 
revealed path is essential. Based upon our limited understanding, we 
cannot recreate ourselves. 
 
Islam claims a critical position in the family of revealed faiths. As the 
last in the line, it understands the Prophet’s message of Unity as 
bringing closure to the circle of revelation. Its message of 
universality is one in which all faiths can recognize the hope of a 
world restored to equilibrium and balance. Islam teaches moderation 
and tolerance for it sees that God has spoken across time in multiple 
ways to the differing needs of humanity and respects those prophetic 
messengers and their message. As Islam’s heart, Sufism continues to 
attract men and women to the core of its teaching, a path of reverence 
and awe toward the One God. It has done its job if in the course of its 
teaching it also assists men and women of other faiths to come to 
terms with the heart of their own traditions. 

 
 
 
 
 

1.           According to this chapter what is the role of religion in the 
modern world? Is it outmoded, or does it have an essential 
core which is still important? What is that importance? 

 
2.           What are the goals of religious practices? Why are they 

necessary, and how do they affect our lives? 
 
3.           According to the Shebli, the Sufi only sees God in the “two 

worlds.” What are these two worlds, and how is it possible 
to only see God within them? 

 
4.           After reading this chapter, what picture do you have of 

Islam? How does that accord with your own faith tradition, 
if it is different? 

 
 
 
 

1.           By this time your own spiritual practice has reached out to 
touch the deeper identity within you. You are not merely the 
sum total of all your experiences, or the unique 
configuration of an ego or personality. You are more. How 
do you now experience this greater identity? When in daily 
life are you most aware of it? When are you less aware? Go 
through a day and at intervals repeat this phrase, “I Am 
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You.” As you do, remember that the union of identities is 
one of the insights of the Christian Scriptures. Read 
Galatians 2:20. 

 
2.           Authentic spirituality is rooted in sacred tradition. Our own 

personal spirituality should not be something we make up, 
but an extension and expression of the Path of the sacred 
tradition to which we belong. Many people feel like the 
tradition or the path chooses them, rather than them being 
the ones to make the choice. They are in some way “sought 
out” and claimed by a path. Examine your own practice of a 
religious tradition. It is alive and vital to you, or a mere 
formality. If it is the latter, then you have a responsibility to 
search within it until you find its springs and oases. 

 
3.           In this final chapter Helminski makes an interesting point 

about presence and absence (174). What are the ways these 
two terms are used? How do you understand their 
difference? The paradox between these two must be 
practiced not as theory, but in daily life. How can this be 
done? How do you experience the relationship between 
these two?  

 
 
 
 

1.           The blessing that flows from the Source through the spring 
of a sacred tradition is often mediated by symbols, rites and 
sacraments. One of the primary ways of understanding the 
sacrament of the “laying on of hands” within Christianity 
(for confirmation, healing and blessing) is that it comes 
from the same Semitic tradition of the Middle East where it 
continues to be practiced. Have you ever received the laying 
on of hands for healing prayer, a blessing, or for 
confirmation? Although each of these is different, they 
convey a special grace and blessing. As a part of your daily 
practice you might seek to enter a religious community 
where such rites are practiced in order to receive this 
blessing. 

 
2.           Seeing God in everything is practiced through the 

“remembrance of God” at every moment. The Christian 
Scriptures speak about ceaseless prayer (the words are, 
“pray without ceasing” I Thess. 5:17). You have the 
opportunity in this world to carry the word of this ceaseless 
prayer in your heart from moment to moment. Sometimes, it 
is true, you will be deaf to this prayer, but at other times, 
and perhaps for longer periods of time, you will find it being 
prayed within you. You are simply its mouthpiece. Allow 
the Spirit of God to utter this inner cry. Give place to it. One 
traditional Christian form of this prayer is to say continually, 
“Abba, my father.” 

 
 

Contemplative Prayer 



 

136 

3.           And now as we close this study, let this prayer of Rumi 
remain with you: 

 
Lord of Beauty, 

though you have never left, 
enter my soul anew and light the lamp in the eye of 
my heart. 

Nothing can help me now  
but that beauty which opens and consumes me so 
quickly. 

Come, come my Friend, 
              the form of your love is not a created form. 

              When it touches me  
I become what I truly am. 

For the inner secret is you,  
that which was never born. 

You are the Dawn, the Source,  
the Spring. 

I drink your water  
and feel the currents take me. 

You enter and suddenly  
I am nothing and nowhere again  
inside your Majesty. 

You are that Freshness, and 
              I am with you now.  
 

 
 
 
 

1.           BARAKA: this is the Semitic term for “blessing” used both 
in Arabic and in Hebrew. It refers to the divine blessing 
which flows to us from God, but which is passed on through 
human instruments.  

 
2.           ABU BAKR AL-SHIBLI: an esoteric commentator on the 

Qur’an.  
 
3.           CHAIN OF TRANSMISSION: the spiritual tradition is 

understood to be passed down directly from teacher to 
student, master to disciple in a chain of blessing. This is 
similar to the teaching concerning apostolic succession 
within Christianity. 
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The purpose of this Manual has been to give you, the reader, an 
opportunity of putting the insights of Living Presence into real 
experience in daily life. Daily life is our spiritual exercise, as we 
have seen all the way through this manual. Our experience of life 
is a school of creative growth and the learning of wisdom. 
Through growth, learning, and the gaining of wisdom, virtue is 
created in us. We become creatures worthy of our creation and 
of our Creator. 
 
Life, however, offers us “spiraling complexity.” There is never a 
straight-line progression from one level to another. We often 
loop back around to material we have visited before, but with 
each new encounter we are at a new place and gain further 
perspecitive. We journey, as the ancients said, “in the manner of 
a spiral” (helikos tropon). We should expect, therefore, to revisit 
these insights again and again, practicing them over and over  in 
all the new contexts that life provides us. We learn best what we 
repeat over and over again. We keep learning until it becomes 
“second nature,” or part of the fabric of our being. 
 
Finally, let me, as author of the Manual make this appeal and 
challenge. Some of you who read Helminski’s book and use this 
manual may not be committed to a sacred Tradition such as 
Christianity or Islam. The wisdom of each Tradition suggests 
that ultimately we must commit ourselves to a sacred teaching 
and its traditions in order to complete the journey of spirit. One 
could, of course, “go it alone,” but that is like saying that one 
could learn dentistry or carpentry “alone” (without the aid of 
persons who knew the tradition of each discipline, or simply by 
reading books about the subject). A person can learn quite a lot 
that way, but you can never become an accomplished dentist or 
carpenter without the guidance of the whole tradition which 
supports these two vocations. 
 
I encourage you, therefore, to seek out a tradition (or let the 
tradition seek you out). Give yourself to it, and let it “inform” 
you (that is, allow it its formative power inside you). This is 
what is meant by many traditions when they use the term 
“salvation of the soul.” To this end, the Peace of God be with 
you. 
 

Epilog 

Living in the Presence 
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