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There are a number of issues that we need to consider as we
approach the subject of Pilgrims gathering together for devotion or
celebration of the Divine. Firstly we should note that there is no
command from God that Pilgrims must meet in this way. On the
contrary, there is, a perfect freedom, to meet, or not to meet – to
be part of a fellowship or group of like-minded Pilgrims, or to
walk a solitary path – even to be a recluse or hermit. All these
options are viable. Thus:

 

Many of those who find themselves on the Golden Way wish to have
feast days, celebrations and festivities; special days that mark
their journey or aspects of God that they have come to love and
understand, or days when they can re-focus on dedicating themselves
to the Way. But God gives none of these. God does not need to be
worshipped. Rather, they arise from different cultures and
traditions within those cultures.

 

And again:

 

There are those who seek to come out of the world: they
retreat to monasteries and sanctuaries, to minimise these
contracted ideas and values of the world and to fellowship with
like-minded pilgrims.

 

And yet again:

 

But Pilgrims are of the world, in that they are physical,
emotional, thinking beings, and some choose to remain in worldly
society. It is quite legitimate to be in the world, to work, play,
marry e.t.c.. such Pilgrims may take time away from daily duties to
meditate or study. Sometimes, the calling of the expansive path may
hinder their worldly work. Sometimes the expansive path is
frustrated by the demands of the material world.

 

The Pilgrim then is not under some duty or obligation to retreat
to a monastery or such like. Neither is the Pilgrim bound by
observations of special days, times or seasons – though they may
celebrate if they wish to. Neither are Pilgrims condemned if they
choose to remain in the secular, materialistic world, working,
marrying and so on. Each approach has its own benefits and
problems.

 

However, many Pilgrims do desire to meet with like-minded fellow
travellers and to attend devotional meetings. Often, meetings and
gatherings take place in some form of religious institution or
organisation, a local Roman Catholic Church, an Islamic Mosque, a
Jewish synagogue, Hindu Temple e.t.c.. Some of the main reasons
that Pilgrims engage in meetings include:

 

a)      To receive teaching/mentorship
– to be educated and instructed concerning the Divine and the
spiritual path

b)      To celebrate – to give thanks
and to celebrate some aspect of the Divine

c)      To express devotion – to
praise, worship, adore the Divine in humility

d)      To commune with God as a
group

e)      To provide companionship and
support in the spiritual life

 

I am going to look at each of the three aspects above in turn in
the light of the Absolute and the Divine.

 

Underpinning all of these activities is a sense of community –
the focus is on a gathering together of like-minded individuals in
fellowship. Gathering together can give a sense of mutual
companionship and support and a sense of shared values.

 

 

1.1 TEACHING

 

One reason that spiritual minded people come together is in
order to receive teaching, education, instruction in the spiritual
path and so on. As part of this process, a whole set of conceptual
forms may be created: a theology, a set of doctrines, principles
and so on. But before we get too involved in this I want to step
back from this a moment in order to ask some more basic
questions.

 

Firstly, we can ask, ‘Who teaches?’ Who is it that we look to in
order to gain instruction about Essence, the Divine and Reality?
The answer seems to be that there is only One Teacher and that is
Essence. It is Essence that is the Source of all such teaching, but
Essence-as -Essence is Formless, Boundless and Unknowable.
Therefore, in order to teach us, Essence must delimit and manifest
to us as relative form. Such forms then, reveal delimited aspects
of the Divine – they reveal Contracted Essence in relation to us.
Because such forms are relative, these aspects, names and
attributes of the Divine together with the teachings which flow out
from them are not Absolute. They are transient and relative,
emerging from and dependent upon Absolute or
Essence-as-Essence.

 

Essence is our Ground of being. We are Essence
expressed as contracted, delimited material form in time and space.
Formless Essence not only manifests as material form in all that
is, but also, in the case of sentient existents which have an
emergent mind, Essence manifests to the individual in personal
Divine forms revealing aspects of Essence-in-relation within
limited domains and capacities. They are limited because all form,
including conceptualised form, bounds, limits and restricts. The
Source of these manifestations, of teaching, then, is our True
Nature, our Self-as-Essence. Thus we are told: ‘Remember, the
True Path is in your Self.’.

 

What this means is that every individual Pilgrim follows a
unique path and that God meets us where we are. When an individual
is in need of the Divine, the Source is inside. The individual does
not need an institution, ritual, special teacher or advocate to
begin to follow the spiritual path. Rather, each and every person
is Essence as their True Nature and Ground and Essence is
delimited, expressed and manifest within them as the Still Small
Voice. This means that no one can come with the Pilgrim on their
path: their Path is for them alone and no one else can come along
it. There are other paths for other people, each one requiring its
own particular courage and effort. But no one else will come along
their particular Path, because everyone is unique and has his or
her own Path. Others have come along their own Paths and they come
from all directions, along different paths. Each person’s path to
God is unique. Essence is Infinite and therefore it is fitting that
there is no repeatability in manifestation. Thus, in one Pilgrim’s
experience: 

 

“See! There are more people, all Pilgrims, converging towards
[Essence] from their own diverse Paths. We will join them on the
journey.”. As we began to walk, I became aware of the sound of many
voices in conversation. Not one Pilgrim was alone. Each one had his
or her Faithful Brother and they all discoursed in fellowship.

 

So the person on the spiritual path has to remember that each
person travels along his or her own path. Some of the paths of
others will be close to theirs, others not. Some will run parallel
to theirs, others not. Therefore, to move to the insights gained by
others may or may not be
profitable. So, as you are on your spiritual journey, you
must remember that this is your Path, but every person comes along
their own Path and nowhere is this more true than in the different
paths of men and women. Neither is it that one is right and the
other is wrong. It is that they are different, though ultimately
without distinction, because the Paths culminate in God returning
to God.

 

So here we see another principle: our paths may be different and
unique, such that we are coming from all kinds of different
directions, but the intention of all spiritual
travellers is Essence and as we approach Transcendence, the
differences, distinctions and differentiations that characterise
all these different paths begin to disappear. Differentiation is
swallowed up in the Formless. These relative forms and distinctions
then, which differentiate one path from another are relative and
transient. They arise out of the many-ness or multiplicity of
manifestation or the expression of Essence. Particular relative
forms and pathways suit us as individuals because as individual
expressions we stand in relation to Essence. Forms, concepts,
ideas, practices and so on are necessary but transient relative
forms for individual relative existents.

 

There are a number of ways in which this Still Small Voice of
our True Nature is characterised by various groups. It may be
referred to as our Higher Self, our Inner Wise Guide, our Spiritual
Guide, the Inner Light, the Divine Spark Within, or a Channelled
Spirit or Guardian Angel for example. These names reflect slightly
different understandings and conceptual frameworks concerning
Essence. In my own experience, I have referred to such
manifestations of Essence variously as my Faithful Companion,
Interpreter, Guide or Teacher. I want to point out right away that
there may well be more than one Guide for a person. The Essence of
each Guide is Absolute Formless Spirit, but because all
manifestation to form is partial and delimited to certain aspects
of Essence in relation, then it may be that different Guides and
Companions manifest in different areas, aspects, realms or domains.
Thus I have encountered an Interpreter in the Field of Illusions, a
Guide on the Path, an Interpreter of Darkness, and yet another
guide in the Treasure Room of God. Perhaps the best way that I can
explain this to those in the west is in terms of the Christian idea
of the Trinity. In the Trinity we have three Persons – Father, Son
and Holy Spirit, distinct Persons yet One God – each Person fully
and completely God without fragmentation or dilution, yet each
Person having as aspect or domain. The idea is similar with the
Faithful Companions and Guides, though the imagery is quite
different. Thus, Faithful Companions may declare: ‘I am your Friend
and Interpreter here’ or ‘This is my place, as Interpreter’, or ‘I
will be your Guide.’. But every Pilgrim has at least one Faithful
Companion, because the Faithful Companion is a manifestation of
Essence and we all Essence in expression: Essence is our True
Nature.

 

Thus it is then that we are encouraged to listen to the Still
Small Voice often manifest as our Faithful Companion, Wise Guide
and so on. The Still Small Voice is present in everyone: it is the
Voice that is niggling and insistent, always asking questions about
Existence, Meaning and Ultimate Things. It is the point where the
Spirit meets the material, the locus or focal point of personal
inspiration and revelation. It is quiet and cannot be seen with
physical eyes because the Spirit is Subtle. The spectacular
declaration of the existence of Essence is already done in the
existence of the Universe. The whole Universe declares the power of
Spirit. But people do not see. They reduce the Universe to the
material and material terms. All the spectacular power of God is
displayed in the Universe for those who can see, nothing more can
be displayed in the material realm. Even so, despite the Ignorance
that people have concerning God, we must understand that God is in
these people as fully as anyone or anything else. Their ignorance,
their inclination, the state of their heart and mind nevertheless
takes them away by making the darkness of their ignorance even
thicker. Thus they do not hear the Voice of God, neither are they
aware of God’s presence. It is as if we are in a room with two
doors and the Still Small Voice is present between the doors. One
door we can open: the door of Ignorance. We can open it wide and
feel its unwelcome coldness. The other we can barely open: so
intense is its blinding light that we can only open the door a
little way. Material and mental expression or manifestation is much
closer to and more tolerant of Ignorance than Light, and Ignorance
drowns out the Still Small Voice almost completely, but it does not
extinguish its persistence. Ignorance drowns out the subtle Spirit
that lies beneath the Universe.

 

Therefore a practice of stillness and silence is encouraged. The
mind with its materialistic concepts formed in Ignorance has to be
stilled for a moment, to be as it were, laid aside for a while. Its
busyness and activity in formulating, conceptualising,
differentiating and evaluating has to be quietened to allow our
Subtle Deeper Self to emerge and speak quietly to us. This is why
practices such as stillness and solitude with an attitude of
openness and reception are encouraged in the spiritual path. In
such quietness, we may hear the Still Small Voice. In such emptying
of the activity of our mind, we may see and hear our Faithful
Companion – Essence manifesting to us, ready to meet us exactly
where we are with all our needs and concerns, ready to express and
manifest to us in ways suitable to our temperament, personality,
history and culture. We can notice that such encounters are
received. We do not actively speculate and construct ideas and
forms of the Divine, but rather we allow them to arise and emerge.
As we have seen, the locus of this is our True Self but forms are
often manifest in our mind or imagination, in our emotions and in
our inclinations. The idea of perceiving the Essence manifest as a
Guide and Interpreter in the Field of Illusions is certainly a
metaphorical and allegorical ‘picture’ that tends to be seen in the
mind’s eye or imagination for example.

 

As we have seen, these forms, these Companions and Guides and
their teachings are not the goal and end of the quest, neither are
they absolute and set in stone. This communication is by the means
of Essence and the mind is the means by which we are pointed to
metaphorical forms of the Formless. When we elevate such
metaphorical concepts and ideas about the Divine, considering them
to have literal existence, setting them as it were in stone and
insisting on conformity by others to them, then we start to have
real problems.

 

We have seen that all such Divine forms, being in relation, have
a two-fold aspect: the Essence as Source and locus and the mind as
expressor of form. The Source of these images, Guides and teachings
is Essence, but they are expressed to our mind in meaningful,
personal, individual ways that fit our temperament, background and
circumstances. They are given to us in the degree and capacity to
which we can accommodate them. They are personally tailored forms
to suit us as particular individuals in a particular place and
time. From these encounters, teachings and forms, we, as
individuals may begin to construct a personal web of meaning and
orientation with regard to our relationship to the Divine, to
construct a personal theology, a personal religious philosophy,
which others may or may not find useful and relevant. So there is
not only the Divine aspect to the Still Small Voice arising from
Essence, but also an individual, personalised quality of mind in
the forms presented, used and interpreted by the individual. We
have already seen that such forms of the Divine are closer to
Ignorance than to Formless Absolute. This is what is meant when we
come across such statements as the following in the writings of
Pilgrims: ‘Such ideologies are of human construction and ultimately
become just one partial, flawed perspective, often set against
other flawed perspectives in violent warfare’.

 

In other words, a problem occurs when these personalised,
individual forms of the Divine are brought into contact with other
personalised individual forms. Conflict can arise because each
person or group may make their personal relative forms and ideas
objective and absolute. Instead of pointers to Truth, instead of
being useful metaphors and analogies, the ideas, concepts,
doctrines and theologies are elevated by some to a level of
Absolute Truth in themselves, they are no longer pointers to the
Unknowable but ARE Truth and therefore often seen as Truth that
must be defended at all costs, Truth to be obeyed and submitted to,
Truth to be conformed to, not just by the individual that they were
presented to, but by everybody. This is the nature of religious
fundamentalism.

 

We find a caricature of such conflicting religious ideologies,
doctrines and philosophies in the following passage:

 

In another corner, in a slight valley, stood a church. It
was night now, and the clock face was lit. Inside the church were a
number of different congregations and preachers. Some were
assembled at the front of the church, and another group was at the
side sitting in the pews, and yet another group were at the back,
and so on. One preacher stood high in the pulpit at the front of
the church, with a whip in his hand, which he used viciously if
anyone stepped out of line, or if they appeared to lose interest,
or if anyone dared to express a view different to the one he
expressed. He told his group how to worship God, and how to serve
and obey God. He told them all to have nothing to do with the other
groups in the church. In the group at the side of the church, the
preacher did not know what to do concerning teaching about God.
“What shall we do? What shall we do?” he said, constantly seeking a
democratic vote on every issue.  After a time, the various
congregations got into a huge fight, with everyone shouting and
hitting out with their fists. People tumbled over the pews, and no
one could calm the congregations.

 

From the thinking that says Divine concepts are relative and not
absolute we understand that martyrs died for the faith,
for their beliefs, for their system of doctrine and ideology, but
not for God. They died to maintain the integrity of their beliefs,
choosing integrity and ideology over their own life. But we have
seen that these individual, personalised forms of the Divine are
relative and transient, not eternal and absolute, they are flexible
not rigid and fixed. Thus the more accurate reflection of the
situation is that in times past there were other doctrines, other
theologies and gods. People follow the gods of their generation,
but in all generations,
some find the Golden Path. In addition, competing groups
have different interpretations of the same statements, reflecting
changes in society itself and different levels of Transcendence
that they have achieved.

 

Different forms and concepts of the Divine emerge then in
different individuals and some of these forms become shared symbols
within a community or culture. From these shared forms, shared webs
of meaning and value are created. Organisations, hierarchies and
institutions arise which establish and deepen these forms, concepts
and practices, which in some cases in the past and in some
cultures, have become very dominant and powerful, employing
inquisitions to interrogate and punish those individuals who do not
conform to, oppose or stray away from what is often perceived as
absolute Truth. We can think of these diverse religious conceptual
systems and practices as different schools of Divinity. Thus,
Hinduism, Taoism, Buddhism, Christianity, Judaism, Islam and in
fact all religious systems, large and small, can all be seen as
different schools of Divinity, each one having sub divisions and
groupings within themselves. They all at their best, serve to
educate the Pilgrim in their pathway to God. These schools are not
rival schools, where one is correct and the others wrong. Rather
different schools have different preferences, and certain schools
suit certain personalities and different stages along the spiritual
path, but all schools are on a pathway to God, therefore some teachings, practices
and approaches are only wrong for you and for this particular point
on your Golden Way. But it is the nature of form to bind and
tie, to include and exclude. It is not possible at a relative level
to create a syncretic religion, that is, a religion that merges and
unites all these forms together into one new, single religious
school. Merging involves compromise of forms and this can only be
done so far because of the nature of form itself. In other words,
there will always be a multiplicity of schools of Divinity and they
cannot be harmonised or fully reconciled.

 

We should note also that in focussing on schools of Divinity,
the locus of teaching has now shifted in a subtle way. The locus is
now not directly on the Still Small Voice of Essence within each
individual, but now the locus has become the institution, the
organisation and especially the teachers, elders and other
authority figures within it. We are moving from a relatively less
mediated form of instruction about spirituality to one that is
mediated by the forms, ideologies, hierarchy and interests of the
institution or school of Divinity. Moreover, some of those who are
instructing and teaching may never themselves have tasted the
Immediacy of God, may never have encountered much in the way of
direct transcendent experience. In other words, those who are
teaching forms and concepts of the Divine remain themselves in
comparative Ignorance. Those in Ignorance see only the material and
because no-one escapes the material until death, but merely
overcome Ignorance to varying degrees, then even Divine guidance
becomes darkened with Ignorance too, especially when interpreted
and formulated who have never tasted God-immediacy. The focus moves
subtly from Essence to what may at worst be the vain repetition of
empty forms and shadows.

 

Where may the best principles be found then? Is there anywhere
that we can turn to for teaching and instruction aside from the
Light Within? Well, the next best teaching from the Inner Light is
to be found in the writings of those who have tasted the Immediacy
of God in different ages and cultures, whether they remained as
members of one of the religious organisations, or whether they
became more solitary and reclusive. But, at the end of the day,
what do they teach? – They present concepts, ideologies and
doctrines and as we have seen all religious philosophical and
theological systems, all spiritual concepts and ideologies, all
forms of the Divine are inadequate and transient. Furthermore,
because we are receiving them via a mediated source, in this case,
the insights and discoveries made by other people, they are not as
directly relevant to us.

 

What about the insights of others, their journeys and journals?
What about other sacred literature? It is important for us to
recognise that there are three classes of literature by those who
have encountered the Divine:

 

a)      Scriptures

b)      Journals

c)      Writings and commentaries

 

Scriptures are the sacred writings of old. They may include
passages of direct encounters with the Divine, but they may also
include histories, biographies and cultural practices. In the past
they have often been considered as absolute Truth – inerrant and
infallible in terms of teaching.

 

By Journals I do not mean diaries or daily accounts of
activities, but faithful transcripts of Divine encounters and
experiences. For the individual who writes them, these accounts may
take precedence over traditional Scriptures. They are accounts of
what is given to them, what they have received. They may write an
account but yet not fully understand the implications and contents
of their writings, such that decades later they may still be
drawing out insights and understandings from what they have
recorded. Such journals may or may not have some relevance and
applicability to others on the spiritual path.

 

Writings and commentaries refer to diaries, essays and studies.
This present essay would come under the heading of writings. It is
not the recording of a direct encounter with the Divine, but a
reasoned argument and set of propositions based on such recorded
encounters. Similarly, if a Pilgrim is a member of a school of
Divinity, they may present their ideas in the form of commentaries
on Scriptures held as sacred by that school. Sometimes, because of
the dominance and power of religious schools in the past, those who
have experienced the Divine have been obliged to couch their
discoveries within the external framework of these schools of
Divinity. Either way they have often come up with novel and quirky
interpretations of standard texts which sometimes they have
succeeded with but at other times, have attracted the attention of
inquisitorial type investigations. There is often an uneasy
relationship between the outward orthodoxy of schools of Divinity
and the more esoteric thinkers within it who look to the Divine
Within as their Teacher.

 

It is important to note that both men and women may teach and
interpret God, (for you may have heard that women may not teach),
but they do so in different ways, in different domains and spheres.
As already indicated, nowhere are paths more diverse than those
between men and women. They compliment each other.

 

There is an uneasy partnership then between schools of Divinity
and those who seek to be faithful to the One Teacher and the Light
Within: We must remember that each person comes to the Golden City
along his or her own path. Some of those paths will be close to
ours, others not. Some will run parallel to ours, others not.
To move to the insights
gained by others may or may not be profitable, but it is definitely
a move to extrinsic morality and spirituality. The danger is
that their codes and disciplines may be imposed on us, with the
entire burden that this may imply. They may exploit our need for
belonging by imposing heavy burdens of obedience to codes and
rules. This is the danger of religious groups, who, one way or the
other codify and institutionalise the intrinsic spirituality and
morality of their leaders and founders into extrinsic forms that
are imposed on followers. Rather, our individual path to God is
unique. Each path is the individual path and though we may learn
from the insights of others, if such ceremonies are imposed upon
us, they lose their immediacy and meaning and become a burden.
Though a ceremony may be relevant to those who institute them, they
lose their relevance for those on a different path.

 

We must at all times remember that these concepts and ideas,
whether given to us or learned from others, are transient and mere
pointers to That which we cannot comprehend. In considering
philosophy, doctrine and teaching we begin to enter the Paradox of
God, because Essence is transcendent and cannot be grasped by the
mind. Can a stone understand a human being? No more can a person
grasp Essence by inquiry, logic or human concepts. Essence
transcends concepts and language, though the only way we can
communicate God to each other is through language and concepts. We
have to transcend our emotions, senses, logic, concepts,
understanding and theories; yet in finding Essence all these are
included. But all our logic and ordering of concepts cannot
encompass God’s Immediacy. The blind rest on material possessions
and some Pilgrims may often rest on their mind, insight and
intellect.

 

But there are deeper dangers in all of this. The first danger is
that of focussing on form rather than Essence. We can get so
wrapped up in the nuances of doctrine and theology, of defending
points of philosophy that our attention is taken away from our goal
– that of Essence. This can be true of a number of facets of the
spiritual walk. We can get so wrapped up in doing good works, or
being active in attending meetings that in the same way, our eyes
are taken off the goal. Focussing on knowledge, ability to defend
doctrine, how much charity work and good deeds we are doing, how
many spiritual meetings we are attending, the degree of
enlightenment we have attained all serve to feed our ego and feed
our pride. The theologically astute Pilgrim is ridiculed by a Wise
Guide:

 

“You have studied your theology which permeates your thoughts
and predisposes you to think in certain ways. You know so little
but you like to go about like some expert that thinks he is
superior to others. You lay so much store by the things that you
have discovered, by your experiences of God, your study and your
theology. These are the things that you rest on, but they are as
empty and futile as grasping after material wealth. The blind rest
on material possessions and you often rest on your mind, insight
and intellect. This journey has to take you out of that
mind-satisfaction, because you can only see God by transcending the
mind.”

 

The Pilgrim who prides themselves on obedience is similarly
cautioned:

 

And I looked and saw a man climbing five or six steps, then he
stumbled and fell of the side to the ground. He quickly got up and,
smiling, rushed to the bottom step to begin climbing again. The
steps were just in the middle of the Field but went nowhere. After
he had climbed about five steps, the stone beneath his feet
crumbled and he fell to the earth again. This time, his face showed
anxiety as he rushed to the bottom step and began climbing again.
Once more, the step crumbled and the man fell down. With smiling
acceptance and measured certainty, he began to climb the steps
again, only to fall once more. He had continued this for many
years, and seemed destined to continue for many more. I knew that
this man was walking in obedience, seeking God through what he
perceived as God’s dictates.

“Are the steps the commandments of God?”, I asked Michael,
perplexed, “because it seems strange that they crumble beneath his
feet.”.

“No,” said Michael, “the steps are the steps of a persons
obedience. He obeys for a short time, but his obedience soon
crumbles and falls away. Those who seek God by this means are
doomed to repeat the cycle of events that you have just seen for
the rest of their lives, their human nature preventing them from
achieving anything.”

 

And again:

 

You saw in the Field of Illusions the man climbing up the steps
and continually falling off because his obedience fails. But for
some, this is indeed the path to God: they know that they will
never achieve perfection, but the very act of starting again, and
again, with good grace is their path. But they never or rarely
achieve Immediacy with God through this path. They never achieve
full obedience – it is an illusion.

 

Though many rituals, ceremonies and institutional practices
purport to lead to God, happiness and truth, they are to a great
degree empty shadows of a deeper reality. The shadows hold out
promise, but only satisfy the blind.

 

Our prime Source of teaching is Essence as Inner Light or True
Self, manifest to us in personal forms of Divinity. Paths of other
Pilgrims and schools of Divinity may or may not run close to ours
but always reflect a move from the intrinsic to the extrinsic. With
such a move there are dangers of making forms absolute and
inflexible, being burdened with inappropriate external forms and
practices, moving to something less relevant to us and feeding our
ego in comparison with others.

 

If a Pilgrim seeks to meet with others or learn from others, the
principle is that it is up to Pilgrims to seek out others, rather
than for others to seek out the Pilgrim. The Pilgrim must find
those teachers and those values and practices that most resonate
with them: for all such religious values and practices exist nearer
to Ignorance than to Formless Spirit…none have transcended, not
one. Thus different practices suit different temperaments, cultures
and degrees of transcendence, but God-as-Spirit is in all. Here! I
give you a principle that is cardinal. It is for the Pilgrim to
seek…to listen to the Still Small Voice, to contemplate the
Universe, to seek out those who reflect where they are and who are
able to allow them to step further along the Golden Way…for
God-as-Spirit meets us where we are and each pilgrim has their own
Path and Faithful Companion.’

 

 

We have seen that there is only One Teacher – Essence contracted
and expressed in our Ground and True Self as the Still Small Voice
or Inner Light. We have seen that the insights of other Pilgrims
may or may not be useful to us. However in most religious
organisations, there are leaders, teachers, Pastors, Ministers,
Elders, Priests and gurus. These leaders usually disseminate the
doctrines and ideas of the religious group in sermons, debates,
studies and so on. In other words the orthodox conceptual forms of
the group are continually reinforced in an authoritative manner.
Sometimes, in some groups, adherence to a Guru is advocated.
Questions and inquiries may be made to the Guru who is perceived as
a wise and pure devotee who has attained a high level of
transcendence. The guru disseminates wisdom in response to these
questions. It may be that obedience to the guru is stressed as part
of devotion to the Divine. One way or another, these leaders are
authority figures who are often maintaining the orthodoxy of the
group. Because of this, they may stifle or discourage individual,
personal forms of the Divine as unorthodox, even though they may
have arisen from the One True Light Within. Once again then, we see
a tension between the intrinsic and extrinsic paths, between
external group practice and the internal Source.

 

In my own spiritual guidance, religious leaders are treated with
some caution and even negativity. The dissonance between the leader
and individuals Pilgrims under their leadership is noted:

 

sometimes they murmured behind his back, though to his face they
were supportive and respected his authority. Privately there was
discontent and rumblings of rebellion. But he ruled with
discipline. 

 

The hypocrisy of imposing external codes of behaviour is also
exposed:

 

extrinsic morality: Codes and laws, rules and procedures. In the
old days they were set in stone and today they are set in books and
legislature. They are imposed by authorities and leaders who fail
to keep the codes themselves though they judge others. The codes
are often flawed or mistaken. Yet they are a necessary evil to help
promote a just society. Even so, they can be misused to ostracise,
outcast, condemn or burden unfairly.

 

And again:

 

When some human beings sense that there is no moral authority,
they fear that society may plunge into moral chaos and seek to
impose sanctions on undesirable behaviour. To give their sanctions
authority they look to God: If you are not good, God will punish
you  [they say]  Therefore, when you hear of people
invoking Gods Name to give authority to moral codes and laws, or
invoking God’s Name to issue forth dire penalties in an afterlife,
you must realise that these people have not fully overcome
ignorance and are afraid that society will descend into moral
chaos. Unable to accept or see that God transcends morals, they
invoke God’s Name for the codes that they institute.

 

There is not space to consider the problems of ego for such
leaders. But the more they are submitted to and command authority,
the more they may bolster their ego, however subtle this process
may be. Spirituality is about letting go of the ego, not
reinforcing it.

 

Leadership of some kind is inevitable in groups. Someone has to
facilitate the group, to open and close meetings. But the dangers
of leaders functioning to maintain the status quo or orthodox
forms, of the imposition and burden of these forms, of potential
dissonance between the Inner Light and these external forms, and
the possible spiritual ignorance of leaders means that leaders and
teachers are treated with caution. Perhaps the best form of meeting
that I have come across in this respect is that advocated by
certain Quaker groups. Here there is no preaching or sermonising,
only the opening and closing of a meeting where all Pilgrims sit
equally in a circle in silence waiting on Unction from the Divine
Light Within before speaking.

 

However, lets move on to other aspects of Pilgrims meeting
together.

 

1.2 CELEBRATION

 

What are the purposes of Pilgrims meeting or gathering with
others aside from receiving teaching and guidance? An individual
Pilgrim is encouraged to engage in personal, individual practice as
suits them and encourages them. In a general sense, it is fitting
for a Pilgrim to be thankful for good food,
sustenance, hospitality and fellowship. It is fitting that those
who have tasted the Immediacy of God should be thankful and that
those who follow on should celebrate the insights and
discoveries gained by such Pilgrims as have gone on before. If a
Pilgrim delights in some aspect of God, then it may be good for him
or her to celebrate
that aspect in some personal ceremony or act of
remembrance. Or if a Pilgrim wishes to re-focus their
attention on meditation and insights of God, then this too is
fitting and appropriate. But such days and ceremonies should not be
an imposition, either on themselves or others, but rather serve as
an aid, assistance and joy in our journey. Each path is the
individual path, and though we may learn from the insights of
others, if such ceremonies are imposed upon us, they may lose their
immediacy and meaning and become a burden. Though a ceremony may be
relevant to those who institute them, they lose their relevance for
those on a different path. Therefore, ceremonies and feast days are
not set in stone. Rather it is for the Pilgrim to choose that which
is appropriate to them and to enjoy God.

 

Pilgrims and their families gathering for such a festival and
feast day is described in metaphorical terms in the following
account:

 

After a short while, we came upon a cluster of brightly coloured
tents in a field just to the side of the Path. Flags were flying,
benches and tables were laid out, and crowds of people were milling
around, all dressed in bright clothes. The whole scene was like an
English medieval carnival. Children were running around laughing,
chasing each other in and out of the tents. Some of them were
playing on swing-boats, and nearly all of them seemed to have
balloons. There were clowns, and a man walking on stilts. At the
far end of the field a large trestle table was set out with all
kinds of food: there was roast Turkey, potatoes, vegetables, fruit
of all kinds, Ice cream, soups and broths, puddings and much, much
more. A few yards behind the trestle was a large tent where all the
food was being prepared, and in front of this stood a large,
smiling, bearded man, wearing an apron. He was sharpening a carving
knife. “Welcome!” he said in a hearty and jovial voice, “Come, sit
down and eat what you like!” On seeing my hesitancy he invited me
again. “Come, sit down and eat to your heart’s content. All your
favourite food is here. You are most welcome to join us on our
feast day!”. The Feast Master laughed as everyone, particularly the
children, seemed to be having a high old time. Many people were now
sitting at the trestle of food and helping themselves to generous
helpings of their favourite food.

 

 

1.3 DEVOTION

 

Another reason that Pilgrims may assemble together is for the
practice of devotion. The practice of devotion includes such
aspects as worship, adoration, praise and prayer. It may also
include teaching or instruction and celebration, which we have
already considered.

 

1.4 SHARED CONCEPTUAL FORMS AND MEANINGS

 

As the Pilgrim or spiritual seeker moves from focussing on
individual experience to considering participation within a
spiritual minded or religious group, we move to a situation, as we
have seen in the section on teaching above, where the Pilgrim has
to work within shared symbols of understanding. In an individual
experience, the Divine may manifest in any form. Such forms may be
personally meaningful and resonate deeply. Essence is in all forms.
However, in a religious or spiritual group situation, the symbols
and forms that are used are often closed and distinct from those of
other religious or spiritual groups. Christianity is different from
Islam: it uses different forms, concepts and structures. Whilst we
may be able to harmonise them to some extent, it is the nature of
form to impose boundaries of distinctiveness and differentiation
and therefore to exclude other forms. For example, this object is
black therefore it is not white or red.

 

If a Christian and a Muslim came together to share their
respective faiths, they would find some commonality and similarity
of terms, forms and concepts, but they would also find differences
both of conceptual understanding as well as in the arrangement and
organising of any similar forms. Thus, while they are using their
own forms, their own designation of the Divine, their own
theologies as to how the Divine relates to the world, then they can
only come together to a certain degree. An Englishman and a
Frenchman may come together and seek to converse. They may find
similar words describing the same ideas or objects, but there are
only limited options. If the Englishman wants to retain his
‘Englishness’, then he will have to continually translate French
words into English. Similarly, if the Frenchman wants to retain his
‘Frenchness’, then he will have to continually reformulate English
words into his native French. Alternatively, they could of course
devise a completely new language which they could share. This would
work O.K. for a while, until say a German came along.

 

Being involved in a religious group then means working within
that groups shared concepts and meanings: it means interpreting the
Divine, spiritual experience and spiritual understanding within the
confines of a particular framework of shared ideas; within the
bounds of a school of thought or school of Divinity. So for the
Christian, the conception of spiritual ideas is most likely framed
and informed by the Bible and thus focussed on Jesus Christ.
Whereas for a Muslim on the other hand, their spiritual ideas are
framed and informed by the Koran and focussed on Allah. As long as
one recognises that these conceptual systems are not Absolute but
relative; and as long as one is happy to work within the frames of
reference used by the particular religion one is concerned with,
then the Pilgrim usually remains comfortable. But if for example
the Pilgrim starts off within the spiritual school of Christianity,
but then, for various reasons finds that this framework of
conceptual meanings is no longer adequate for the spiritual
discoveries that they have made and experiences that they have had,
then they will start to feel uncomfortable and dissonant. They will
find themselves like the Englishman who is having to continually
translate and reframe the concepts being used by others. One
problem is that the various religious systems guard their borders
very strongly. In other words, religious systems develop orthodoxy
– a single set of ideas that are considered right and correct. To
move away from these or to ‘think outside the box’ of these ideas
is to be unorthodox. In the past of course this could incur
inquisitions, prejudice and punishment even to the point of
death.

 

1.5 DEGREES OF TRANSCENDENCE OF CONCEPTUAL FORMS OF GOD

 

The problem for the Pilgrim is that at any point they may
encounter and experience a level of Transcendence, Enlightenment or
Self-Realization that begins to transcend the forms of the school
of Divinity to which they belong. This has been a typical problem
for Pilgrims with a deeper spiritual experience in the past. As I
have already indicated, many great spiritual thinkers from all
traditions, people such as Meister Eckhart in Christianity,
Shankara in Hinduism and Ibn al-Arabi in Islam have had to face
this problem. Their ideas seem so radically unorthodox that they
are in danger of being branded heretics. Indeed, Meister Eckhart
was eventually brought up before the religious authorities. As a
result, they developed novel understandings and interpretations of
the words and concepts used in their respective religions, which to
the orthodox thinkers seemed quirky and unusual. For many other
Pilgrims who had deep spiritual insights and experiences, the
restraints and forms of the orthodox thinking and concepts within
their religious group just proved too uncomfortable. Many of them
became recluses and hermits to avoid the threat of discipline by
the authorities and to maintain the integrity of their own
spiritual understanding.

 

This is then, as I have already mentioned, a tension that is
common between followers of the Interior Path and those whose path
consists of exterior ceremonies, rituals and procedures together
with adherence to external ideas. It is not a tension limited to
teaching and theology, because teaching, theology and philosophy
inform our practice, behaviour and style of devotion.

 

 

1.6 THE WAYS OF DEVOTION AND THEIR PURPOSE

 

The purpose of gathering together is to encourage us in our
spiritual path which leads to the state or mode of being of Union
with Essence or Absolute. The path is a move, a convergence, from
the many-ness, separateness, Ignorance and Illusion of expressed
manifestation, to Realization of Enlightened Union with the One
Undifferentiated Essence. Being a Way or Path, it has to be walked;
it requires initial effort, action and discipline which may include
devotion. Gathering with like-minded Pilgrims is seen as
facilitating and providing a means of deepening spirituality from
the surface layers of the material, forms, ceremonies and rituals
and separate-self or ego to Undifferentiated Unity. If you like,
gathering together can be seen by some as a means of Grace. Thus
the various ways of devotion encourage a loosening of the bonds of
attachment to form, multiplicity, separateness and particularly to
self as separate entity bounded by body and mind. They encourage
mindfulness, devotion and dedication initially to the transient,
relative forms of the Divine or God, but the intention is
Formless Essence. Along the way, at any stage, through the nature
of the walk itself, or via spontaneous events, approximations and
glimpses of this Union may be encountered as temporary raptures or
ecstasies before some sort of return. Thus rapture and ecstasy,
good as they are, are not the Ultimate goal of the Pilgrim’s Way,
because they are temporary and incomplete. Other features that
Pilgrims may experience include a sense of release, liberation,
transcendence, closeness to the Divine, loss of self as object, a
ceasing of action to a mode of passive receptiveness and rest. The
goal of the Way is to carry this mode of being into ordinary, daily
activity. What is being sought then is the experience of
breakthrough, of breaking through outward forms and attachment;
Illusion, Ignorance, the false self, (bondage and sin), not merely
to temporary rapture but to a more stable mode of being in daily
life.

 

 

DIFFERENT WAYS OF DEVOTION, LEVELS AND FORMS OF FELLOWSHIP

 

What we need to be aware of is that there are degrees or levels
of transcendence, insight, Enlightenment or Self-Realisation. As
with anything else, there are novices, beginners, newcomers and
learners as well as those who have more experience and
understanding – seasoned travellers. We have seen that there are
also a number of diverse pathways to the Divine, indeed, each
person’s path is unique. We may group ways of devotion into a more
manageable group of broad approaches. What we find is that some are
centred on the individual, some are centred on groups, some are
centred on external forms and orthodoxy and others seek to
transcend such forms.

 

First of all we can consider a way of devotion that is more
usually associated with individual experience. Then, as we move on
to ways of devotion with groups, we focus first of all on those
suitable for beginners, for those just embarking on the spiritual
path and move on to those ways of devotion and approaches that are
more suited to the seasoned traveller.

 

Via Eminentiae - The way of Eminence. The
theology here is that all the positive qualities in the world have
their origin in God, therefore, the Names or attributes of God can
be predicated from them. In other words, God is revealed in
creation. This approach relies on natural theology as opposed to
revealed theology. It is indeed suitable for Pilgrims of a
devotional inclination. In this approach there is a mounting up
from things which are good and desirable for some goal or aim, up
to that which is Itself the Supreme End, beyond all particular
ends; the Highest Value. As I have already indicated, the Absolute
is the Essence of all that is and is fully present, undiluted and
unfragmented in all that is. Therefore, the Absolute can be
discovered in the essence of any existent. This makes a good first
stage because it begins with form, with the manifest separate forms
that are an expression of the One True Reality. The forms that are
used are those of the manifest expression – elements of nature and
the Universe. As we have seen, the spectacular declaration of the
existence of Essence is already done in the existence of the
Universe. The whole Universe declares the power of Spirit. Thus,
gazing at a mountain, or meditating on a blade of grass blowing in
the breeze may lead to a Realization or Enlightenment in the form
of nature mysticism, where it may be that no deity-form is
acknowledged or proposed, but rather, the Essence of Nature Itself
is communed with. Or it may be that nature conveys say, the Power
of God and the person reflecting on nature may have a deep and
immediate sense of the Divine Power in the manifestation of the
Universe or some aspect of it. This way of devotion may not involve
a religious setting or context. The particular form which triggers
this experience, or is meditated on or contemplated on is largely
irrelevant, since the Absolute is the Essence of all forms.

 

The way of Eminence does not particularly lend itself to formal
gatherings but tends to be a more individual transcendent insight
and experience. But what happens when the Pilgrim pursues a pathway
of devotion that involves them in a religious group?

 

 

Via Purgativa – The Way of Purgation. As seen
by classic theologians, this is the first level or stage of the
way, a way for beginners. Unlike the previous way, this way does
tend to have a religious context and also focuses on the outer
life; on us and our behaviour in a material world whilst at the
same time being sensitive to Spirit. It focuses on the rejection
and removal of sin/Ignorance/Blindness; on ‘getting right with
God’. This is a dualistic approach with God perceived as ‘Other’ or
distinct from the Pilgrim. This is a way supported by St. John of
the Cross and Teresa of Avila amongst others. The postulate of this
approach is that before the Pilgrim (self) can properly meet God,
(Other), the Pilgrim must first purify themselves of all sin and
spiritual hindrances, of barriers and obstacles that obscure or
oppose communion with God. Such hindrances and obstacles will tend
to be defined in the Revealed Law of the Scriptures of the
religious tradition concerned. Attendance of the reading, teaching
and interpretation of Scriptures by authority figures within the
religious tradition would be encouraged, together with observance
of external rituals and ceremonies. Thus this way of devotion
begins with the removal of outward behaviour and attachments to the
world that are perceived as hindering fellowship with God. This is
done via contrition, sorrow for sin, confession, amendment of life,
self-(ego)emptying, self-(ego)abandonment, brokenness and so on. In
short, the practice of humility and repentance before God, (God
being seen as Spirit-Entity-with-attributes-existing-out-there).
This procedure spirals inwards as deeper and deeper levels or
layers of hindrances and obstacles are discovered and confessed. In
Christian terms it is a way of devotion involving purification of
sin by repentance and forgiveness together with the practice of
positive virtues, such as love, mercy, kindness e.t.c.. Such
devotional behaviour may be motivated by avoidance of punishment by
God or by rewards for obedience, or through grace by God. Taken to
an extreme, this approach may even involve self-flagellation and
forms of self-torture in attempts to mortify sin from the body. It
is an approach that requires balance if this sort of extreme is to
be avoided.

 

Extremes aside, this would be a conventional way of devotion
within say a Christian religious group. A pilgrim attending or
joining a church for worship services would find these kinds of
practices encouraged both within the group and as an individual in
private devotion. Different Christian groups would have different
emphasis: Roman Catholics may emphasise ceremony and ritual,
Protestant Calvinists would emphasise a more austere approach
focussing on the Bible and its exposition as an authority for faith
and conduct. Pilgrims would join together for worship, adoration,
celebration, prayer to God through Jesus, communion or mass and
affirm their belief and trust in Christ as Saviour through his
death and resurrection. These are the shared relative forms of the
Divine, shared symbols and concepts used for mutual encouragement
in the spiritual journey. Islam would focus on the call to prayer,
on listening to teaching from the Koran, on learning the Koran, and
so on.

 

Via Illuminativa – The Way of Illumination. In
classical theology, this is the second religious stage or level,
entered into by one who has been following the earlier Purgative
Way and who has achieved some proficiency there. This Way of
devotion focuses on the Inner Life: on prayer: meditation and
contemplation; and on sensitivity to God within, to the Spirit
moving within, or Light within e.t.c. It is a Way encouraged by the
early stages of the writings of St. John of the Cross and by Basil
the Great. At this stage, a practice of more complete
non-attachment is continued, not just to the ways and values of the
material world, bound as it is by Ignorance and Illusion. This
non-attachment was begun in the Purgative way, but at this stage,
in addition to that, a non-attachment to ‘good’ things, to
‘religious’ things, to ceremonies and practices is also encouraged.
It serves as a preparation of the Pilgrim to be enlightened by Pure
Spirit and to appreciate God more deeply. Moral conduct may change
from an imposition of external commands, laws and codes to the more
intrinsic ‘walking in the Spirit’; following internal principles of
love, mercy and so on: lovingly emulating the Divine in any
situation. There would be continued observation of ceremonies and
rituals and attendance to Scripture study, increasingly, personal
study, as means of developing the Inner Life. Such an approach is
not limited to Christianity but may be present in a number of
religious traditions or forms.

 

Within the Christian tradition, we see here something of certain
forms of Quaker practice, though in their case, ceremonies and
rituals, priests and elders, theology and creeds are all seen as
hindrances which detract and distract from focus of the Divine. In
fact certain forms of Quakerism are perhaps best described as
having elements of the way of illumination as well as the following
the way of Unity. These types of Quaker meetings do not have an
Elder preaching or teaching – rather the focus is on silence and
sensitivity to the Divine within. The meetings are not just
individuals meditating, contemplating and reflecting, but rather
engaging in a collective activity in which the Divine may be
considered to be more present, or where sensitivity to the Divine
may be more heightened.

 

We are moving here then to quite a different sort of gathering
or meeting of Pilgrims from that of the previous two stages. In the
Christian tradition, those first two stages involve corporate
prayer and worship, singing songs of praise, being led in prayer by
a priest or Elder, listening to Scripture being read, listening to
an authority figure such as a priest or elder preaching, teaching
and expounding principles of faith and conduct, being involved in
rituals and ceremonies from regularly eating bread and wine
representing the blood and body of the Redeemer Christ, possibly
being baptised by full immersion as a declaration of being
born-again, to lighting candles, making the sign of the cross,
using holy water, priests burning incense, the recitation of creeds
and responses by the laity and so on. Some groups within the Quaker
tradition on the other hand have a meeting that consists of silent
waiting, with participants contributing as the spirit moves them.
It is designed to let God teach and transform the worshippers. In
such a meeting for a group of people sit in a room mainly in
silence for an hour. They usually sit facing each other in a square
or a circle. This helps them to be aware that they are a group
together for worship and puts everybody in a place of equal status.
From time to time someone may speak briefly, but sometimes the
entire hour may pass without a word being spoken. A set liturgy or
code of rules is not followed - a service has no structure and no
one (apparently or obviously) leads it. Everyone waits in shared
silence until someone is moved by the Spirit (i.e. has a
strong religious feeling) to do something as part of the meeting. A
person will only speak if they are convinced that they have
something that must
be shared, and it is rare for a person to speak more than once. The
words should come from the soul - from the inner light - rather
than the mind. The words spoken are usually brief and may include
readings (from the Bible or other books), praying, or speaking from
personal experience. Each speaking is followed by a period of
silence. The belief is that God speaks through the contributions
made at the meeting. Some people say that there is often a feeling
that a divine presence has settled over the group. They know that
even if the words they feel moved to speak have no particular
meaning for themselves, they may carry a message from God to other
people. There may be no outward response to the contribution from
other people, but if there is it will be something that builds
positively on the previous contribution. Discussion and argument
are not part of the meeting and the silence in a meeting for isn't
something that happens between moments of devotion - the silence
itself is part of the devotion; it provides a space for people to
separate themselves from the pressures and events of daily life and
to get closer to God and each other. The people who are present try
to create an internal silence - a silence inside their head. They
do this by stopping everyday thoughts and anxieties and believe
that if they wait silently for God in this way there will be times
when God will speak directly to them. It is important that the
waiting in silence and the listening are done as a group. The
people taking part are trying to become something more than just a
collection of individuals; they want to become aware of being part
of a 'we', rather than just a solitary 'I'.

 

This focus on Unity takes us to the next way of devotion:

 

Via Unitiva – The way of Unity. Advocated by
St. John of the Cross and by Augustine, this is the third and final
stage of the devotional journey in classical orthodox theology in a
religious context. This involves direct contemplation of God, (seen
as Spirit-Entity-with-attributes-existing-out-there-and-in-me). The
focus is usually on the unifying attribute of Love with imagery
involving spiritual betrothal and marriage being common, such as in
the Old Testament book, the Song of Songs. It is an attitude of
ceaseless prayer: the prayer of the heart. Ideas and attachment to
spiritual rewards are gradually and further withdrawn than that
practiced in the earlier illumination stage, until the Pure Love of
God as God, regardless of self-(ego)interest remains. The emphasis
is on disinterested, wordless, contemplative love of God and this
results in deep spiritual communion with the Divine which is seen
as God-with-attributes-existing-out-there. Thus at this level, God
and Pilgrim remain separate but in close communion or mutual
presence. The only goal is to present oneself in love and
submission before the only Object worthy of love, regardless of how
that Object deals with us. Laudable characteristics that fall
within human comprehension are ascribed positively to the Divine,
but there may be clear recognition that these characteristics are
imperfect indications of Essence, since Essence transcends all
comprehension.

 

From a Christian point of view, what then about the presentation
of Divine attributes in Scripture? At this stage and later, the
purpose of the devotion may be seen as to deny or negate the
opposite qualities to the noble ones being portrayed. For example,
in affirming God is Love, the Pilgrim may be denying that God is
Hate or Anger. The purpose is not to affirm the noble attribute as
a fact. Conception of Essence is further purified by more negation
in the next stage below.



The way of unity includes discursive meditation involving thinking
about Scripture or the mysteries of the faith with a view to deeper
understanding and the encouragement of a loving response. The
Pilgrim may reflect on the significance of doctrines that they
learned in the earlier stages and so on. Quite formal methods for
meditation have been devised for this devotional approach, such as
those by Ignatius Loyola for example. Contemplation used at this
stage also involves non-discursive mental prayer - a passive
focusing on the Love of God for example: passively allowing and
pondering a loving awareness to and of God. It is a prayer of
silence, which can be learned and can lead to higher forms and to
mystical states.

 

Hesychasm, advocated by Gregory Palamas, is a form of
contemplative spiritual practice. It means to be quiet, be at rest;
remain silent. It is the Way of stillness and repose. The approach
involves drawing one’s consciousness into the heart and being aware
of God there, together with the practice of pure prayer: the
spontaneous intercourse of human spirit with God. The use of
recitation following the rhythm of the breath may be used, for
example reciting ‘Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me a
sinner’ over and over again. The Hesychast usually sits for prayer
with the head pitched forward with chin on chest and gaze lowered –
gazing at the navel.



In anticipation and movement to the next stage, one later version
uses:

- no mental images

- no concepts

- no rational considerations

- no imaginings




We can see some similarities with some Quaker practices in these
approaches. But again, this approach is not limited to the
Christian tradition and is present in a number of traditional
religious forms.

 

The final way of devotion, for the most advanced and experienced
spiritual traveller is:

 

Via Negativa, Via Negationis – The Way
of Negation. This is the fourth and final stage of
devotion and it stands outside classical orthodox theology. It has
been embraced by Gnostics and Mystics across religious traditions,
such as Shankara, Meister Eckhart, Gregory of Nyssa and Pseudo
Dionysius the Areopagite. It is characteristic of mystical theology
in Neoplatonism, Eastern Christian Orthodoxy and Hindu Advaita
Vedanta. This devotional practice involves the denial of any
conceptual forms as being applicable to Absolute or Essence:
Essence is beyond conceptualisation. It involves recognition that
Essence is not an Object and it sees that attributes of the Divine
are an adjunct, an addition falsely overlaid on Essence: a guise.
This means that Essence can only be spoken of analogically or
poetically. It develops an apophatic theology where Essence is
stressed by negative concepts: ‘not this, not that’.

 

To a great degree then, this approach incorporates Via Analogia:
the Way of analogy. However, it is difficult to make this approach
logically plausible in the face of philosophical and theological
critique when it is used as a beginning stage approach. There are
also all kinds of problems in presenting interpretations of
Scripture using analogy. When we come across a Scripture verse that
says ‘Jesus entered a house’, for those at the lower stages, this
is what the verse literally means. But at this stage, it may be
interpreted on the lines of Jesus entering the Soul and being One
with it, such that our Ground of being is Divine: our True Self and
Essence are the same. Orthodox thinkers, still at the previous
stages, will not take to this kind of interpretation. It would
appear that this is best reserved for this later stage where
foundations of theology have been learned. The Way of negation
requires courage and is an arid path for the beginner and as such
usually unsuitable for them. Morality is rendered useless by
Transcendence: ‘good’ and ‘bad’ being absorbed in Essence. The
direction of movement is to ‘being’, in fact, to ‘Beyond-being’,
into transcendence of time to the ‘Eternal Now’. Self (as opposed
to ego-self) and Essence are seen as One – Atman is Brahman – Soul
is Godhead, Godhead is Soul – all is Undifferentiated One.

 

When one is at this level, worship and adoration fall away –
there is no form of devotion, no ‘you’ and ‘me’, no ‘self’ and no
‘God’.

 

The degree of transcendence that we are at determines the level
of individual spiritual devotion and type of gathering that we
engage in. If we are on the spiritual path and we desire
companionship with fellow Pilgrims, then the level which we are at
and the religious group which uses the forms which are most
resonant to us determine the company that we keep and the kinds of
practices that we engage in within that group. If the religious
group uses symbols, concepts and language that are awkward for us,
then we are going to feel dissonant. Generally we can either
compromise and accommodate and use the forms used by the group,
like the Englishman learning French, or we can adapt to the
predominant forms whilst maintaining our own individual system,
like the Englishman continually translating French in private, but
speaking French with the Frenchman.  Or, if we feel that the
group is compromising our spiritual integrity, we can become
hermit-like to think in English and express ourselves clearly.

 

The choice is not always easy for those who have been privileged
to gain deep insights into Spirit. In many ways, they are more
alone with the Alone, either at the cutting edge of devising fresh
and more resonant spiritual conceptual constructs and systems, or
they transcend the need for such systems and concepts altogether,
rendering their perceptions distant or incommunicable. 

 

 

1.7 THEOLOGICAL AND PHILSOPHICAL BASE FOR DEVOTION

 

Essence-as-Essence:

a)      Does not require worship

b)       Is Transcendent of forms,
names, qualities and attributes and such attributes qualities and
names are transient metaphorical forms

c)      We are Essence in our True
Nature

 

These factors lead us to question whether we need to practice
devotion at all, either as an individual or as part of a group. It
would seem that in the end we are worshipping ourselves using
transient forms. But those who have reached the higher levels of
transcendence, people such as Eckhart, Shankara, Rumi and Ibn
al-Arabi all seem to advocate the practice of devotion. The ground
on which they do this is the fact that we as individuals exist in
relativity. We are not expressed as Essence, but expressed as
delimited, contracted Essence-in-relation according to our
capacities. We stand in relation to Essence-as-Essence, yet
Essence-as-Essence has no relationship with us except as Essence
contracted to the Divine. We stand in relationship until Final
Transcendence which cannot occur while we remain a separate,
physical existent. Thus even though we are in our True Nature,
Essence – yet it would be a presumptuous error for us to assume
such a perspective while we remain contracted manifestations. We
cannot take the perspective of ‘being Essence’ of declaring such
Unicity. Thus, Ibn al-Arabi declares:

 

[Essence] is not worshipped in respect of…Unity, since Unity
contradicts the existence of the worshipper. It is as if [Essence]
is saying “What is worshipped is only the ‘Lord’ in respect of His
Lordship, since the Lord brought you into existence. So connect
yourself to Him and make yourself lowly before Him, and do not
associate Unity with Lordship in worship…..For Unity does not know
you and will not accept you” (because there is nothing and
no-one outside of Unity). (Sufi Path of Knowledge William Chittick
p. 244)

 

 

1.8 COMMUNION WITH GOD

 

One of the most important aspect of the spiritual journey is
that of being in communion with God. It is from this communion,
this fellowship with the Divine, that all else flows. Such intimacy
in experience with the Divine shapes the Pilgrims understanding, as
Spirit provides metaphors and symbols that point to aspects of the
Divine that in turn inform the Pilgrim’s practice and behaviour in
the world. We have seen though that Essence transcends all forms,
metaphors and symbols. To put it another way, the mind cannot
encompass God. As soon as we insist that one set of forms is
correct and that another set of forms are in error we begin to form
orthodoxy and orthopraxy: that is, the idea that there is one right
set of metaphors, symbols or ‘truths’ concerning God which in turn
lead to one right way of serving, worshipping or following God. The
further implication of this is that any other ways and any other
symbols of what God is like are ‘wrong’ or heretical. However, this
is not the point of view that is supported here. Rather, I take the
view that there are as many paths to the Divine as there are
individuals and that God meets us where we are, presenting to us
individually with symbols and metaphors that are meaningful and
appropriate for us as individuals, according to our capacity to
receive and according to other aspects such as our personality,
temperament, knowledge, history, location in space and time and so
on. In other words, communion with Infinite Essence is a very
intimate, individual and personal matter. Therefore the idea of
imposing our own personal forms of the Divine on others as though
our ideas are right and others are heretical is a mistake.

 

But what does this mean in practical terms of meeting together?
Meeting together implies at least some degree of shared meaning and
values. There has to be some commonality of understanding
concerning the Divine or else any such meeting is just a gathering
of individuals who are not really sharing together. Such a meeting
may seem directionless.

 

The Quakers or Society of Friends perhaps exemplify some of the
concerns I am highlighting. There are a number of people who enjoy
visiting a different religious fellowship each week and sharing
their impressions, good or bad, on the web. Here is one such
impression of a Quaker meeting in the U.S.A. that highlights some
of the issues involved. I have underlined some of these issues in
the following extract:

 

After visiting several churches way
outside of my comfort zone, I don't experience much nervousness
on my way to each week's destination. But, Sunday, when I pulled up
to the Quaker Community Friends building, I realized it was just a
big house in the middle of a neighbourhood. That had me
worried. I have realized over the past sixteen weeks that, the
smaller the venue, the more nerve-wracking the experience is for
newcomers.



I was greeted at the door by a couple of nice gentlemen, and then
walked inside their "living room" to find my seat. Yes, it was
literally a living room with about fifty chairs - thirty of them
were filled. Everyone was white and I was clearly the youngest
person in the room (I'm 32). Most were over fifty years old, and a
large percentage seemed to be hippie-types. There was a palpable
"free love" vibe in the air.



What caught my attention right away is that no one spoke.
Everyone in the room was sitting in silence.
Some had books, a few had
Bibles, and one woman was journaling. Many just sat with
their eyes closed, but no voices and definitely no direction. Luckily, my
Quaker friend mentioned this happens because her church is
"unstructured."  I just
can't imagine walking in with no background knowledge and not
freaking out a little bit. I mean, there were literally no words
spoken until about forty minutes into the service. But there were
sounds - a woman blowing her nose, stomachs growling (thank God I
didn't eat any gassy foods for breakfast), someone snoring,
crickets chirping, paint drying, grass growing…



Silence is maddening.



But in the quiet, I got to thinking - why is silence so
frustrating? Why do we fill every waking moment with noise and
distractions? Why do we crave so much input?



Need input! Need input!



Time stood still as we sat there in silence. Five minutes felt like
an hour. Going in, I had
no idea how long the service lasted. What if it was three
hours? What if I would never be able to speak again? After 35
minutes, I thought I was going to crack - maybe make a run for it.
(I should have brought a book, but even that would be interrupting
the silence.) Thankfully, around the time I started my mental
breakdown, a man stood up and shared an experience he had on
Friday. Something about a six-hour walk in nature, and turtles
sunning themselves, and an open field, and the beauty and mystery
of the spiritual. I have
no idea what he was talking about, but it sounded
peaceful.



Still, I had no idea what
was actually happening. Was he the speaker? Were people
supposed to randomly share
thoughts and experiences? Again, no direction for newcomers.
Those questions were answered when other people randomly stood to
speak. A different guy quoted from the book he was
reading. Then a woman shared something about playing
the organ while on a trip to Europe. Other people shared,
and then the group moved into a time of praying for people "to be
held in the light." Even though one guy did pray for plants (I
personally think plants are doing ok without our prayers), most
people shared some really meaningful requests.



The sharing of
"joys" was next, and this was probably my favourite part of
the service. After so much silence, people became highly energized.
(I think the snorer even woke up.) Some of the joys were huge (like a
woman being cancer-free for two years) and some were more tame (like the woman
who had her first home-grown garden salad of the season),
but the positive energy was welcomed. Interesting to see people
celebrating even the smallest of joys instead of complaining about
life.



Overall, the Quaker service was nice - friendly people, positive
energy, relaxed atmosphere - but it was completely out of my
comfort zone. I realized something Sunday - I am a planner and a
doer, not a person who likes to sit around and talk about walking
in meadows and watching turtles sunbathe. I appreciate God in
nature, but in my world, God is a CEO - he values hard work and
results, not hours of (seemingly) pointless meditation.
During the 35 minutes of
silence, I wrote this:



My value is quantifiable to God: How much scripture have you
read? How little have you touched your girlfriend? How much money
do you give? How many spiritual conversations do you have? How many
people read your blog? How big is your
church?



I was mortified. I still think God is keeping
score. As though my value will somehow increase if I give away an
extra hundred dollars this month. Or decrease if I forget to read
my Bible today. Or your value somehow increases if you lead a
megachurch. I'm pretty sure the thrones in Heaven aren't handed out
based on blog readership. It has something to do with how much porn
you watch, right? Maybe one day I'll live my life as an overflow of
God's love, not as some desperate attempt to earn his
love.



The service lasted about 90 minutes, closing with fifteen minutes
worth of announcements. They did ask newcomers to introduce
themselves, which I did. That's always a little awkward to be
singled out, but everyone was incredibly friendly and welcoming.
There was also no collection plate passed and absolutely no
reference to an offering. That's the first time in sixteen weeks
money has not been referenced.



Finally, one reason I have given for participating in this
experiment is to discover God in unlikely places. If God is
everywhere, then he is present in every church service, no matter
what your doctrine, right?



I believe God spoke to me at the Quaker meeting. He helped me
realize how performance-driven I continue to be, and how much I
distract myself with noise in order to avoid hearing his voice. It
was an important lesson, and I thank my new Quaker friends for the
opportunity to learn it.



One final thought: The Quakers seemed like really great people
with huge hearts for one another and their community.
But, I think the danger of
this type of faith (from what I could tell from one church
meeting), is the tendency to make God into who we want him to be,
not who he actually is. There was no mention of Jesus (or any
specific deities for that matter), just a generic God that seemed
to care as much about maple trees as human beings. I just don't
know if making God into an amorphous spirit blob is healthy. In an
attempt to combat the angry God that starts wars, and hates gay
people, and wants you to stop drinking beer, some people have
created an imaginary God that is remarkably similar to… themselves.
Go figure. But what if there is a real God out there that isn't angry, but
also isn't an imaginary friend? What if people have just done a
terrible job telling God's story with their words and
actions?



What we seem to have here then is an amorphous group where everyone
meets more or less in silence with each one more or less doing
their own thing. Some read a Bible, some write a journal, some read
a spiritual related book. When it comes to sharing, some are
celebrating a peaceful walk, others are celebrating overcoming
cancer and yet others are celebrating their first home-grown salad.
The unstructured aspect of the meeting reflects individual paths
and where people are in the present moment. Possibly there is a
non-judgmental quality also, although in my experience, there are
very effective ways of indicating disapproval of something without
saying a word. But there is also a rather diffuse, vague, nice,
hippy, middle-class feel to this sort of meeting that just does not
feel right as a cutting-edge opportunity to meet with the
Transcendent Divine. In England, I can imagine this sort of meeting
being attractive to middle-class, middle-aged female teachers,
therapists and counsellors with a trendy feel for New Age
spiritualities. It seems to be so eclectic as to be potentially
meaningless and directionless. Although there are undoubted
benefits to such a regular meeting, I do wonder if it is sufficient
in and of itself to fully provide what we are looking for. What
does not seem to be provided in this sort of environment is very
much in the way of teaching, instruction, direction or mentorship.
It would seem that this sort of meeting is best suited as a
compliment to more formal spiritual context.

 

Such a complimentary approach for example is provided by the
Christian Gnostics, typified by the Valentinians, or by certain
Sufi groups within Islam. The Valentinians considered themselves as
a part of the Church as a whole and they actively resisted any
attempts to expel them during a period when there were strong
attempts to impose orthodoxy and orthopraxy on the churches. It is
important to remember that Valentinus was a candidate for the post
of bishop of Rome in 143 AD and that Florinus was a presbyter in
that city as late as 200 AD. Valentinians then were active
participants in the public, organisational and institutional life
of the Church. But they also met privately and it was at these
private meetings that spiritual sacraments and initiation of
members took place. In some ways then the Valentinians were
perceived as being an elitist group within the church and therefore
potentially a divisive group within the church also. These
conclusions of elitism and divisiveness do not necessarily follow
however. Today for example in a church organisation or institution,
we are used to many sub-sections within the main group or body of
the church itself – for example there may be a young wives group, a
youth or young peoples meeting, a set of Sunday school classes, a
Christian businessmen’s group, a ladies fellowship, a choir or
singing group, a prayer meeting/bible study group and so on. So
there is no reason why there should not be a group of people who
are seeking a deeper, personal, experiential spiritual path meeting
together within the main church body. Of course, such a meeting
assumes that the members concerned maintain the basic tenets of in
this case, the Christian faith. This is not subversive group
seeking to overthrow the outward orthodoxy of the main church
group, but rather, a group of people seeking to work within these
limits to deepen their personal spiritual experience and knowledge.
If the Quaker meeting outlined earlier has as it were, very wide
boundaries, then the Valentinian sort of meeting works within the
tighter boundaries of the orthodox faith. In the same way, Sufi
practice and beliefs seek to maintain orthodox Islamic
spirituality, staying within the bounds of the Quran and Islam.
What such boundaries serve to do, amongst other things, is to
provide structure, orientation and direction, to contain
experiences by providing a set of shared meanings so that unlike
the Quaker example above, the participants are all singing from the
same metaphorical hymn sheet. This of course is fine providing that
the individual accepts being bound by these orthodox forms, or is
able to work within them, be they Christian, Hindu, Islamic or
whatever. If one is comfortable within one of these mainstream
religions, then the Valentinian type of approach of a meeting
within the main body of the fellowship, as a sort of sub-section of
it, is the way to go – having meetings within the orthodox
framework whilst seeking to avoid any charges of elitism, heresy or
divisiveness.

 

Many of the outstanding spiritual adepts throughout history have
worked in this way: Sankara within Hinduism, Ibn al-Arabi and the
Sufi poet Rumi, within Islam and Meister Eckhart within
Christianity. It has to be said however that as one reaches the
higher levels of spiritual experience, theology, orthodoxy,
religious philosophy and other doctrines and practice begin to be
transcended and rendered useless in the Infinity of Essence. Such
spiritual insights lead to unusual interpretations of standard
orthodox texts such as the Bible or the Quran. In Christianity,
Meister Eckhart is such a case in point. Though he stayed within
the orthodox church, in this case, a Dominican order, parts of his
writings are so transcendent that he was eventually charged with
heresy though he died before the case was fully heard and resolved.
The same sorts of issues are found with Ibn al-Arabi. There does
seem to be an inevitable tension between the advocates of orthodox
religion and those who, though seeking to work within such an
orthodox framework, explore the deeper levels of transcendent
spirituality. They seem doomed to remain uneasy bedfellows.

 

If however one is not comfortable with such orthodoxy, then such
a person is almost certainly obliged to:


i)                   
Become a spiritual nomad, drifting from group to group but
belonging to none


ii)                  
Not attend any meetings at all


iii)                
Attend a rather eclectic, unstructured gathering in which nearly
all views are valid

 

Again, spiritual history is full of those mystics and Gnostics
who have in effect withdrawn from orthodox religious institutions
rather than compromise the insights that they have received in
transcendent experience. Many mystics became recluses and
hermits.

 

1.9 COMPANIONSHIP AND SUPPORT

 

I think that it is generally agreed that human beings are
‘social animals’, that is, it is not usual, natural or even healthy
for an individual to be totally alone. People seem to need people.
People in our social sphere act as social referents – they act to
some degree as checks and balances concerning our beliefs and
actions. So for example, if we are being drawn into some secretive
and manipulative religious cult, we may almost certainly find that
our relatives, loved ones and close friends may begin to express
concerns to us about what we are getting involved in. Though
sometimes going on solitary walks, we almost certainly also enjoy
walking and travelling with people and enjoying their
companionship, company and conversation. It is helpful to us when
we find a like-minded friend who is able to help us, support us and
even advise us as we make our way through life. If this is true of
our life in general, then how much more does it become relevant in
the spiritual life? The companionship and support that may be
obtained from like-minded spiritual travellers can be of immense
benefit and encouragement to us along the spiritual way, and so
meeting regularly with such like-minded people may well encourage
and support us in our spiritual travels.

 

Despite the points made above then concerning Essence, Divine
names and our True nature, there is a theological rationale for
devotion at least as an individual. But what about groups?

 

 

1.10 THEOLOGICAL AND PHILSOPHICAL BASE FOR GROUPS

 

What we have been doing here is exploring something of the
theological base for Pilgrims gathering together. But we have seen
that the forms, symbols and metaphors used in such theology may
vary considerably from Pilgrim to Pilgrim. This means that the more
extensive and detailed the theological, philosophical or doctrinal
base of a group is, then the more restricted, bounded and limiting
it is. It also means that it will tend to be more of an imposition
on others who are seeking join the group but who use different
forms. In other words, such a group will tend to be more concerned
with orthodoxy and conformity or uniformity and singular practice
and beliefs. On the other hand, the more minimal the theology is,
the greater the opportunity for individual expressions and forms
and the more tolerant it is of different individual paths. As a
result, the more diverse and fragmented it may be. Thus Tertullian
noted of the Christian Gnostics that they had: ‘no unity, only
diversity….most of them disagree with one another, since they are
willing to say – and even sincerely – of certain points, ‘This is
not so.’.’ This lack of a core, unified set of symbols for the
group as whole meant that even if it had not been so elitist, it
would not have gained popular, unified widespread support in the
same way that Christian orthodoxy eventually did. Nevertheless,
theology cannot be abandoned or ignored. Theology, like philosophy,
informs our attitudes and behaviours. The theology or religious
philosophy that we hold may be overt and formally worked out in a
systematic, interrelated way, or it may be more subtle – less
consciously worked out and less systematic – nevertheless, it is
there - informing all that we do. Such a set of beliefs informs the
way a group behaves, why it comes together in the first place, what
its purpose and aim is and how it is structured and managed.
Whatever its problems, theology or personal religious philosophy
cannot be abandoned. We are manifest expressions of Essence and
therefore we are delimited or contracted Essence and in
relationship to Essence. Theology and religious philosophy helps to
define the nature of that relationship. It would seem then that
groups tread a fine line: they need a theology and philosophy that
gives some sort of structure, unifying aim and way of doing things,
yet in such a way as to not be over-elaborated such that its
members become oppressed and burdened by empty external procedures,
or made to feel dissonance with their own conceptual system, or
their own Personal Lord. It would appear that a brief and
minimalist approach in terms of an overt theological system is
best: an outline of basics on which all members can agree that
serves as being just enough to outline the parameters and aims of
the group in relation to each other and Essence.

 

Most commonly, people associate Pilgrims coming together for
worship/praise/ adoration/thanksgiving and we have seen that a
person must come by one path or another and the start of that path
particularly is bound by time, place, language and form:
Essence-as-Essence has no form, but we express devotion in
this form, Essence-as-Essence is everywhere, but we
express devotion in this place to an Entity with
these qualities. The start of the path does not matter. To
agonise over right language and form is to focus on the path
instead of the Absolute. By whatever path the Pilgrim comes,
increasing contact and communion with the Divine transcends the
specific path and individual paths begin to merge, swallowed up in
Essence and No-Thing-Ness.

 

Sometimes, the Divine seems near in experience. Times of
God-Immediacy take the Pilgrim out of themselves: burdens,
constraints, difficulties fall away and the Pilgrim feels lifted
up, taken out of their narrow focus to be swallowed up in God. The
waving of long grass in a summer’s breeze, the vibrant arch of a
rainbow, the power and depth of words praising God; all these have
induced or pre-cursed God-Immediacy. Sometimes this happens
unexpectedly. Often, such an experience is sought in the practice
of meeting with others for devotion. We may note two types of
meeting:

a)      A passive meeting of
silence

b)      An active meeting seeking the
Divine.

 

The passive meeting is like those practiced by the Society of
Friends or Quakers, or by followers of Hesychasm as described
earlier under the Way of Unity. In such a meeting it is signalled
that the meeting has started and the participants sit in silence,
in meditation or contemplation, seeking to engage with the Light
within, the Inner Light. If strongly moved by an encounter or
experience of the Divine, then such a person may stand and share
their insights and discoveries, but this is not in order to then
debate it in the meeting, neither is it an invitation for
counterpoints or alternative points of view to be proclaimed.

 

The more active meeting involves greater participation and
requires some shared concepts both of purpose and of the Divine. In
this sort of meeting there is more open, verbal prayer and
participants are encouraged to agree with the sentiments expressed
in prayer, such as for example in Christian circles by saying
‘Amen’ reasonably frequently in agreement with the expressed ideas
and desires. The word ‘Amen’ is taken to mean ‘So be it!’. In this
kind of meeting an openness and honesty before the group members is
encouraged by the use of prayerful confession and expression of
heartfelt desires for God-communion. Thus, in this active meeting,
the following elements may be present:

 

1) A verbal acknowledgement in prayer to God, both to oneself
and to group members of failings, barriers of guilt and offences
with regard to the Divine and a verbal expression of the desire for
increased openness and honesty. In other words, a cultivation of
humility, lowliness and respect before the Divine and fellow
Pilgrims.

 

2) An emptying of self-will and pride and an opening to and
submission to the Divine Spirit

 

3) A desire and love of the felt presence of the Divine Spirit
and an asking for it in open, verbal prayer.

 

4) The cultivation of an attitude of submission, acceptance and
contentment before God.

 

5) A prayerful contemplation on the Names, attributes, qualities
and nature of the Divine.

 

6) A commitment to join together with like-minded people for
such activities once a week for about 2 hours.

 

7) The singing of praise to God: another form of contemplation
of the Divine together with the use of music.

 

8) A commitment of the whole person to finding and experiencing
Essence.

 

9) An indirect result of all the above can be increased
mindfulness of the Divine and mindfulness of the Divine in every
day activity.

 

10) A commitment and desire to follow the virtuous path – to
emulate the Absolute in all circumstances.

 

1.11 THE FORM OR STRUCTURE OF DEVOTIONAL TIMES OR MEETINGS

 

The two-hour meeting alluded to in 6) above is best underpinned
with sincerity, sensitivity, openness, honesty and commitment. A
typical form and procedure can be as follows:

 

a)      Opening
meditation/reflection

b)      Celebration/Praise with
songs

c)      Acknowledgement of distance and
the need for centring on the Divine by:

i)        removing barriers
to the felt presence of the Divine

ii)      restoring harmony to the
unction of the Divine within

iii)     increased sensitivity to the Divine
within.


              
This can be achieved by:

a)      open declaration of negligence
in following the virtuous path

b)      open declaration of resistance
to following the virtuous path

c)      open declaration of opposition
to the virtuous path.

Either before others or in private devotion.

 

d) Further elements may include:

 

1)      Acknowledgement of our ego and
its self-serving perspective.

2)      A desire and sensitivity to God
showing us any areas requiring further acknowledgement and that we
be emptied of our self-serving and Ignorance.

3)      An attitude of surrender to the
Divine, together with sincere expressions of dedication to walk the
virtuous path. To do, say and think only that which emulates the
Absolute.

4)      A contemplation and a seeking
to be filled with the Divine or sense of the Divine. A desire to be
emptied of ego-self in order to be filled with the Divine

e) Closing reflection/meditation.

 

Because of the openness to experience and personal, individual
needs, the timing and order of such aspects of the meeting is fluid
and open to change.

 

1.12 OTHER FORMS OF MEETING

 

But we have seen that there are other forms of meeting aside
from devotion:

 

a)      Pilgrims are free to celebrate
the Divine by means of feasts, festivals and celebrations.

b)      There are the traditional
orthodox styles of meeting which share symbols, language and
practice usually concerning the Divine as ‘Other’, and involve
teaching, readings, ceremonies and rituals, liturgies and songs of
praise e.t.c.

c)      There may even be the simple
attending of lectures or question and answer sessions involving a
teacher/guru, dispensing theology in response to queries and
questions.

 

We have seen that the Pilgrim is encouraged in private devotion
and in learning from the Teacher Within though they may practice
these other approaches with caution, being aware of the dangers and
difficulties that they may incur.

 

1.13 SUMMARY

 

a)      Pilgrims are free to gather
together or not, as it suits them and best advances their spiritual
insights, understanding and life.

b)      Every Pilgrim has within them
Essence – what we might call the Still Small Voice or Inner Light
which manifests to us, often in metaphorical and analogical forms
from our Ground of being. This is our One True Teacher

c)      Meeting with others involves
some compromise of our individual path. It can lead to other forms,
codes and practices being imposed upon us making our spirituality
incongruous, dissonant and burdensome.

d)      The forms of the Divine, our
beliefs about the Absolute and the rituals, ceremonies and
structures of assembly are ultimately transient and are mere empty
shadows of the Reality to which they point.

e)      Each individual Pilgrim’s path
is unique. Therefore when Pilgrims gather together, they do not
necessarily share the same metaphors, analogies or symbolic system.
Some degree of commonality has to be found between Pilgrims in
order for them to fellowship together.

f)        The forms of the
Divine that we hold to and the depth or height of transcendence
that we have experienced may lead us to prefer one path or style of
devotion over and against another.

 

 

To move to the insights gained by others may or may not be
profitable, but it is definitely a move to extrinsic morality and
spirituality. The danger is that their codes and disciplines may be
imposed on you, with the entire burden that this may imply. They
may exploit your need for belonging by imposing heavy burdens of
obedience to codes and rules. This is the danger of religious
groups, who, one way or the other codify and institutionalise the
intrinsic spirituality and morality of their leaders and founders
into extrinsic forms that are imposed on followers. Rather, your
path to God is unique.

 

Perhaps the best fellowship is that encountered on the journey.
The Pilgrim is walking their path and for while, they find another
path close and in parallel to theirs with a fellow traveller
journeying along it. They converse for a while and enjoy each
other’s company, but then after a while, the paths begin to
diverge. The company has been encouraging and profitable but now
the Pilgrim has a choice: to follow his own path with integrity and
honesty, or to follow the new acquaintance on their path,
compromising and leaving their own path. This is the dilemma
constantly thrown up by Pilgrims seeking to meet together. What
seems to be constantly advocated in my own encounters is following
the Inner Light.
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psychology and psychiatry as well as affecting our approach to
spirituality.

In this study, Pilgrim Simon seeks to answer these questions and
provide a foundation for theories of understanding ourselves.



	


THE
CHARACTER AND NAMES OF GOD (2011)
What is God like? What sort of characteristics, qualities or
attributes does the Divine have? Many spiritually-minded people
picture God using the Names ascribed to the Divine: God is Love,
Mercy, Father, Judge and so on. Some tend to think of God as
'Big-Person-in-the-sky' looking down on us, ordering events around
us and keeping a record of all that we do and say ready for us to
give an account of our lives.

In this study, Pilgrim Simon gets beneath these ideas to find
something far more transcendent and intimate, resulting in a view
of God that challenges many religious and orthodox ideas about what
God is like, and suggests a way through religious division,
conflict and dogma.



	


THE
SONG OF SIMON - A SPIRITUAL JOURNAL (2011)
The 'Song of Simon' is a spiritual journal that faithfully
records the content of a series of mystical encounters experienced
by Pilgrim Simon over the course of a few months at the turn of the
millennium. Though allegorical and mythical in its symbolism, the
philosophical and theological content is at times quite profound.
In general, it resonates with the approach of non-dualists and core
views of spiritual thinkers such as Ibn al-Arabi, Shankara and
Meister Eckhart - though at the time of writing this journal, these
authors were unknown to Pilgrim Simon.

The text provides a rich reservoir of spiritual philosophy and
provides the springboard for the spiritual studies written by
Pilgrim Simon over the last decade.



	


FOUNDATION
FOR CONTEMPORARY SPIRITUALITY (2011)
Older, traditional religious ideas are being questioned and
challenged, but this does not mean that we have to reject the very
notion of God or the Divine, or throw out all religion as useless.
But it does mean hard and searching questions into the foundation
of spirituality and religion, and particularly orthodox religion
and spirituality which declare themselves as the one true path to
the Divine. A contemporary approach is needed which can accommodate
our modern world and its discoveries. Paradoxically, such an
approach reaches back to some very old ideas indeed.

What is set out in this study is a set of articles dealing with
the foundations, the ground, the base, of spirituality, stripping
away inadequate ideas and theologies that are no longer tenable in
an attempt to get to a more sure foundation for contemporary
spirituality.



	


LEAVING
CHRISTIAN FUNDAMENTALISM - THE BIBLE AND AUTHORITY
(2011)
The rallying call of the Protestant Reformers was 'sola
sciptura' - Scripture alone. For modern Christian Fundamentalists,
The Bible forms THE tangible spiritual authority as God's inerrant
Word and therefore it forms the ONLY rule of faith and conduct. All
beliefs and conduct are brought under its searching light.

But is Christian Fundamentalism correct in taking this position?
In this study, ex Christian Fundamentalist and Calvinist Pilgrim
Simon considers over sixty questions concerning the foundation and
ground of authority for the Christian's faith and conduct and in
doing so lays the axe to the root of Fundamentalism and begins to
question the very basis of orthodox Christianity itself.



	


Essays on
spirituality - Volume 1 (2011)
'Essays on spirituality' consists of over a dozen short and
medium length articles on spiritual themes. They were written as
the author was coming to an understanding of his own mystical
experiences and the theological and philosophical content that they
displayed. References are made to the Journal of these experiences
- 'The Song of Simon' - also available on Feedbooks.

The themes covered in this volume include:

ABANDONING MATERIALISM

CHARACTERISTICS OF MYSTICAL EXPERIENCE

CHRISTIANITY AND MODERN SPIRITUALITY

DEATH AND THE AFTERLIFE

DEGREES OF IGNORANCE

EVIL – ITS ORIGIN AND PERSISTENCE

THE EXPERIENCE MEETING

THE SPIRITUAL WISDOM OF THE CHILD?

GOD, TRUTH AND PERPETUAL TRANSFORMATION

GOD’S WILL AND PLEASURE…IN THE BEGINNING

HARMONISING RELIGIONS

THE HEART

THE INTRINSIC PATH

KNOWING ME, KNOWING GOD – AHA!



	


THE
MEANING OF PERSONAL REVELATION (2011)
In the course of engaging in spiritual exercises such as
contemplation, prayer, mindfulness and meditation some people may
experience an immediate encounter with the Divine - a mystical
experience in which they may receive teaching and guidance in
spiritual matters.For some in Christianity, the whole Bible is
declared to be inspired revelation.

What principles shouls we use in seeking to understand the
meaning of such literature and experiences? What is the meaning of
a spiritual dream? If the Absolute makes a representation to us in
metaphor, allegory or symbol, how then do we understand this
content? What is the sense or significance of mystical literature?
What is the purpose underlying or intended by such accounts? What
is the true interpretation, value, or message that such and
experience and literature seeks to convey?

In this study, Pilgrim Simon seeks to address such
questions.



	


COVENANT
HISTORY AND THE HOLY SPIRIT (2011)
This study began with the question: 'Did the Holy Spirit indwell
believers in Old Testament times?' Many modern Christians place an
emphasis on the regeneration and indwelling of the Holy Spirit as
an essential part of salvation. If this is the case, in what sense
was the Holy Spirit given at Pentecost? In seeking to answer these
kinds of questions, the author, Pilgrim Simon, found himself
exploring the history of just how God dealt with his people via a
series of 'covenants' or relationships leading up to the New
Covenant in Christ. The progression through these covenants reveals
changes in relationships with and discoveries about the Divine as
the plan of redemption is unfolded. It also questions some of the
assumptions made by some Christians today.



	


WHO
DO MEN SAY THAT I AM? (2011)
Who is Jesus? The answer may seem obvious to those in the west
brought up in Sunday Schools and thus reasonably familiar with the
Bible tales of Jesus. But in fact, things are more complex than
that because the Bible documents are not quite what they appear to
be at first sight or face value. Yet we have little knowledge of
Jesus outside of these Biblical texts. To make things worse, we
have centuries of church tradition which in some cases masks and
hides a more accurate picture of what Jesus was like.

In this study, Pilgrim Simon, an ex Christian Fundamentalist,
explores the very foundation of Christianity itself in seeking to
get to the roots of just who Jesus was.



	


A
CRITIQUE OF CHRISTIAN FUNDAMENTALISM (2011)
Many of us are familiar with the term 'Christian
fundamentalism'. It is a term that that through constant use in the
media often creates in our minds a stereotypical image of a naive
literalistic faith coupled with a somewhat dogmatic and intolerant
attitude - especially with regard to modern science.

In this short study, ex Christian fundamentalist Pilgrim Simon
gives an outline critique of the Christian fundamentalist system
and believer.



	


LAYNTON
LAINTON FAMILY HISTORY (2011)
An outline one-name study and history of the Laynton/Lainton
family originally from the Staffordshire/Shropshire borders in
England.

The history of the family is traced back to the 1500's and
reveals a typical working class story from the beginning of the
reign of Elizabeth the first, through the English Civil Wars, the
industrial revolution and two world wars, with family members
spreading all over the world. This study would be of interest to
anyone with the Laynton/Lainton name as their own name or in their
familiy history and also to students of social history, since a
great percentage of the Laynton/Lainton's in the world are included
in this one name study.

The appendix contains wills and census records, apprenticeship
records and a full chronological index of births, marriages and
deaths from the 1500's up to 1995.

You should note that some parts of he appendix are intended for
computer display and may not be spaced correctly on mobile
devices.



	


TOWARDS A
21ST CENTURY CHRISTIANITY (2011)
In the light of textual, historical and scientific criticism and
resulting re-evaluation of the Bible, can we actually begin to form
any sort of view about what Christianity is and who Jesus was? Is
there anything left after these radical deconstructions?

Ex Christian fundamentalist Pilgrim Simon makes a personal
evaluation of Christianity today, cutting through fundamentalist
thought and years of orthodox theology and practice to try and
arrive at what the essence of Christianity really was and is and
what theology it would embrace in the light of these modern
criticisms.



	


The
Visions of St. Paul and the Judeo/Christian orthodox tradition
(2011)
The visions of the resurrected Jesus experienced by the Apostles
and the Apostle Paul in particular form the basis of new Testament
and earcly Christian orthodoxy. On the basis of his Damascus Road
experience and other, similar spiritual experiences that followed
it, Paul received a theology that formed the basis of his message
to the non-Jewish community or Gentiles. Paul's writngs and the
writings of his associates or followers make up most of the New
Testament. This essay explores the context and content of these
visions and draws out implications for any contemporary Christian
faith.



	


Do
mystics become God? (2011)
Some mystics, following their transcendent spiritual
experiences, claim unity or oneness with God - to the point of
declaring that they themselves are Divine or an Incarnation of God.
This short essay explores this theme of Deification and asks if
such mystics and gurus are correvt in their assertions.



	


The
Spiritual Matrix - Questionnaire and results analysis
(2012)
How spiritual and transcendent is your thinking and behaviour?
Where would you place yourself on the spiritual landscape? This
questionnaire lists 72 statements about spirituality and asks you
to rate them in terms of how much you agree or disagree with them.
It then gives you guidance on how to analyse your ratings and gives
you a personal spiritual profile and indicates your degree of
transendence. It also places your position on a spiritual map. The
questionnaire takes about 20 - 30 minutes to complete and ful
details of how to understand your ratings are given.



	


The
Spiritual Matrix - Mapping spiritual transcendence - Full study
(2012)
The spiritual landscape can sometimes be daunting and confusing
such that approaches to spirituality that seem on the surface to
promote personal growth and insight may in the end turn out to be
regressive and a hindrance. It can be useful to have some sort of
‘map’ to help us to orientate ourselves in this sometimes
bewildering scene.

In exploring commonly accepted categories of spiritual ideas and
spiritual pathways, the author builds up a spiritual matrix in
which various points of view and practices with regard to
spirituality can be rated to provide us with our own personal
spiritual code. This matrix reveals the depth and scope of our
reactions to spiritual ideas and practices, whether we support or
oppose them as well as indicating the degree of transcendence of
our spiritual philosophy and practice.

This study is divided into three parts – Part one: A
questionnaire to rate your own spiritual views and practices, Part
two: A discussion of the theoretical approach, Part three: An
analysis of your questionnaire results.

Along the way, the author discusses proto-science,
pseudo-science, souls, ancestor veneration, spirits, fairy folk,
deities, magic, alchemy, materialism, mysticism, Astrology,
Mediums, religion and non-dualism.



	


A
Critique of Christian Fundamentalism (2012)
The articles and essays in this collection deal with the
fundamentalist idea of absolute truth, the Christian Fundamentalist
system and the people that subscribe to it. The foundation of
Christian Fundamentalism is looked at – the idea that the Bible is
a closed revelatory book which is without major error or
contradiction. A whole series of questions relating to spiritual
and moral authority in the church are explored The founding figure
in Christianity, Jesus Christ is looked at in order to explore what
Jesus really seemed to teach and how orthodox ideas were developed
and established around him as the central figure of the faith.
Since the thought of the Apostle Paul makes up most of the New
Testament, we explore where he obtained his ideas. There are also
brief articles on the nature of belief, why leaving fundamentalism
can be so hard and a look at groups sects and cults. There is also
an exploration on what a 21st century might look like and the
testimony/spiritual biography of the author.
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