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Earth’s the right place for love: I don’t know 

where it’s likely to go better. 
—Robert Frost, “Birches” 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Written over the last three decades, these essays embody a philosoph- 

ical perspective on our collective struggles for a just, rational, and caring 

society and our personal strivings for contentment, wisdom, and com- 

passion. 

My philosophical writings emerged from the two sides of my person- 

al identity: serious involvement in the New Left political movements of 

the 1960s and 70s—and search for insights from non-ordinary, more 

enlightened, forms of consciousness. Or, more concretely: participation 

in  anti-war  and  other  leftist  organizations—and  psychedelic  experi- 

ences, meditative practices, and fifteen months on the road in the Far 

East. As early as the mid-seventies I described  the necessary connec- 

tion between personal enlightenment  and movements for social justice 

in  a lecture  titled  “Why Bodhisattvas Belong  on  the  Barricades.”  I 

sensed that these often opposed perspectives shared a common rejec- 

tion of society’s oppressive and unfulfilling values, institutions, and ways 

of understanding  human beings; and it has been a central task of my 

theoretical  life to try to show how they can help compensate  for each 

other’s deficiencies and support each other’s aims. 

Social and political philosophy, particularly Marxism and feminism, 

had made clear to me that our beliefs, relationships, and institutions are 

collective products, set in great measure by social structures.  These 

structures  are in many ways unjust and irrational; and it is the task of 

philosophy as I understand  it to criticize present reality (capitalism, 

patriarchy, racism, anthropocentrism,  anti-Semitism,  and all the  rest) 
 

 
ix  



 

 

 
 

 
x INTRODUCTION  

 
and describe a better  one; to be the intellectual dimension of a move- 

ment for progressive social change. 

At the same time, however, human reality also encompasses a 

psychologically based spiritual dimension. This, while perhaps not time- 

less, has remained relatively stable for at least two and a half millennia. 

Plato’s central question—is it better to be an unjust man thought just or 

a just man thought unjust?—is as relevant as statistics about depression 

in the world’s richest country or headlines about relentless greed among 

Wall Street CEOs. Craving, envy, violence, the lust for power, self- 

hatred,  unnecessary repression  of our legitimate needs—all these call 

for the work of personal as well as social change: for the spiritual virtues 

of mindfulness, acceptance, gratitude, compassion, and love. 

In this perspective  politics and spirituality (and versions of institu- 

tional religion not dogmatically attached to being the sole metaphysical 

truth) are not separate, parallel pursuits—one collective and public, the 

other personal and private. Ideally, they will combine in a manner that 

enables each tradition, set of insights, and practices to help overcome 

the deficiencies of the other. 

My earliest publications were separate papers on Marxism and 

Kierkegaard, followed by studies of individual thinkers and problems; a 

challenge to the left’s inability to comprehend  Jewish experience  and 

the  Arab-Israeli conflict; and a philosophical analysis of Jewish resis- 

tance during the Holocaust. 1 

My first book was an attempt  to transform Marxist tradition in light 

of the history of the New Left, socialist, communist, Civil Rights, and 

feminist movements, the transition from competitive to state managed 

monopoly capitalism, and my own personal connection to anti-Semitism 

and Jewish identity. 2 Its conclusions are the starting point for the essays 

gathered  here:  Economic  structures  (the source of social change  ac- 

cording to traditional historical materialism) are in advanced capitalism 

joined by socialization processes (especially gender) and degrees of po- 

litical cooperation  among  socially differentiated  groups  (defined  by 

class and race, ethnicity, gender, sexual preference,  etc.) as socially 

primary in the creation of a just and liberated society. How we are 

conditioned  as men  and women and the  degree  of solidarity we can 

generate  across lines of social difference  had become—I  argued—as 

important  as the economic and political consequences  of capitalist de- 

velopment. Economic forces might set the possibilities of social change, 
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but which possibilities would be realized depended  on these other fac- 

tors. 

Further,  the history of radical movements of the late 19th and 20th 

centuries revealed countless instances in which the pursuit of social 

transformation  devolved into careerism, opportunism,  racism and sex- 

ism, or tyrannical domination. Clearly, something was missing from the 

left’s analysis of social life and from the moral and emotional develop- 

ment of leftists. 

This something had a great deal to do with personal maturity, emo- 

tional intelligence, the ability to deal reasonably and responsibly with 

political differences, masculine attachment to domination, and a failure 

to realize, as French  socialist Andre Gorz observed, that the working 

class will not make a revolution merely for a ten  percent  increase in 

pay. 3  Other  goals than state power and a better  material standard  of 

living were  necessary. And other  techniques  than  theoretical  tomes, 

demands,  demonstrations,  political parties, verbal violence, and emo- 

tional armoring were required. I concluded that despite their enduring 

importance progressive political movements had theoretical and practi- 

cal blind spots which required  the moral and psychological insights of 

spiritual traditions. 

Within the horizon of political theory itself, I found a theoretical 

commitment  to the importance  of psychology, socialization, emotional 

comportment,  gender, and relationality in the work of Western Marx- 

ists 4  (Karl Korsch, Georg Lukacs, Max Horkheimer,  Theodor Adorno, 

Wilhelm Reich, Herbert Marcuse) and socialist-feminists (Sheila Row- 

botham,  Juliet  Mitchell,  Anne  Ferguson).  But  while I  found  these 

thinkers tremendously important, they lacked a detailed understanding 

of the psychology of attachment,  the virtues of compassion, gratitude, 

and love, and techniques  for self-transformation  that are the heart  of 

spiritual teachings. 

This heart I found both within and outside of formal, organized 

religions: in sources as diverse as Kierkegaard, Buddhism, Elie Wiesel, 

Riane Eisler, Gandhi, Thich Nhat Hanh, Chogyam Trungpa, Martin 

Luther  King, Aung San Suu Kyi, Joanna Macy, I. L. Peretz,  Michael 

Lerner,  David Steindl-Rast, and Dorothy Day; and in the practices of 

yoga, meditation, and prayer. 5 Spirituality, as I conceived it, was rooted 

in the  idea that  spiritual virtues such as acceptance  and compassion 

were the only sure path to lasting human fulfillment. Thus conceived 
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spirituality is compatible with any and all religious metaphysics (God, 

Heaven, revelation, etc.) or with none. It is, essentially, moral and 

psychological. 6 The only faith it requires is the verifiable belief that, for 

example, living with gratitude will make one happier and a lot more fun 

to be around than living with envy, greed, or discontent. Also, spiritual 

traditions possess resources to deal with life’s ineluctable realities (for 

example, birth,  aging, death)  typically lacked by exclusively political 

perspectives. 

Yet purely spiritual perspectives, uninformed by progressive political 

insights, tend to concentrate  on the psychology of the individual with- 

out attending to the social context in which the individual arises; and to 

ignore how oppressive ideologies and social structures  are reproduced 

within religious or spiritual settings. The task, therefore,  was not to 

replace radical politics with a morally critical spirituality, but to try to 

find some way for them  to enlighten  each  other:  to infuse  political 

movements with spiritual values, and spiritual practices with awareness 

of social realities. I did not abandon Marxist theory or the broad politi- 

cal goals of the New Left, but sought to expand them with humanity’s 

accumulated spiritual wisdom. Meditating on the barricades would 

strengthen both the revolutionary tide and the spiritual center. 

By 1990 a new theme  became central to my writing, teaching, and 

personal reflection: the comprehensive environmental crisis embodied 

in climate destabilization, global spread of toxins, elimination of count- 

less other life forms, mass slaughter of animals, destruction  of ecosys- 

tems, and technological colonization of mental space by media and 

gadgets. This crisis reflects virtually all aspects of our civilization— 

capitalism, to be sure, but also patriarchy, racial oppression, speciesism, 

consumerism, nationalism, the scientistic reduction  of nature,  and the 

commodification of all of life. 

To the political left the environmental  crisis posed new questions: 

was the universality of the problem the basis of a potentially more 

inclusive political movement?  Did  the  fact that  the  vast majority of 

leftists in developed  countries  contributed  to ecological damage  de- 

mand a reduction in verbal self-righteousness and aggression? What did 

the left have to offer to a population addicted to environmentally pollut- 

ing consumerism? How much could Marxism’s critique of capitalism or 

feminism’s  of patriarchy help us understand  what had happened  and 
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what we should do about  it—and  how much  did those  perspectives 

themselves have to shift? 7 

Similarly, spiritual traditions—so rich in resources for physical and 

psychological health, and teachings of compassion and love—now con- 

fronted a planetary emergency in which simply “changing yourself be- 

fore you change the world” would inevitably be a kind of self- 

indulgence; and also the psychological truth that it is often impossible 

to change oneself without trying to live a morally and socially connected 

life. More starkly, contemporary spirituality’s tendencies  to narcissism, 

consumerism, and escapism not only violated the essential principles of 

the best of spiritual traditions, but tended towards complete irrelevance 

in the face of a toxic and toxifying environment.  The same questions 

were posed for organized religion—and in a surprising and hopeful turn 

a multitude  of theologians, religious leaders, and lay people have risen 

to the challenge with deep theological change, profound institutional 

commitment,  and thousands of examples of real world political action. 

Chronicling global faith’s response  to environmental  crisis became an 

essential part of my intellectual work. 8 

I had another reason to focus on spirituality and organized religion. 

It was not only that  spiritual traditions  held rich resources  for social 

change, but that a vocabulary of religious tradition and spiritual insight 

might prove at least as motivating as one grounded in class struggle or 

liberation from oppression. As far as I could see, working class move- 

ments had been limited to trade union self-protection; and feminist and 

racial politics were too often defined by personal enhancement or the 

interests  of one particular group. The vast majority of the population 

seemed  stuck in politically quiescent  passivity so different  from the 

raucous and utopian movements of my youth. At the same time, many 

people remained within the orbit of traditional religions and tens of 

millions defined themselves as “spiritual but not religious.” Therefore, 

it might be politically significant that despoiling the earth and wreaking 

environmental injustice on racial minorities were violations of tradition- 

al religious teachings and that consumerism could not coexist with au- 

thentic  spirituality. The  language and the  style of the  politics of my 

youth,  though  not  without  important  historical effects,  had  reached 

their limits. It was necessary to appeal to a wider variety of ideological 

and personal identities. 
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Two other themes are represented in these essays, both of intense 

personal importance. The first is my Jewish identity. Raised in a moder- 

ately assimilated middle class suburban family, it was not until my early 

thirties that I realized the deep connection I had to my Jewishness. This 

realization stemmed  from seeing the  latent  anti-Semitism  of some of 

my political comrades—who embraced the cause of every oppressed 

group but to whom anti-Semitism remained  invisible; from getting to 

know my wife and her parents,  who were survivors of the Holocaust; 

and as a person seeking spiritual development who came to see much of 

value in Jewish tradition.  My studies of the Holocaust connected  that 

event—as warning and lesson—to my understanding  of the environ- 

mental crisis. 9 

Finally, there is disability. As the parent of a daughter with multiple 

handicaps, I know that my situation—and hers—cannot be understood 

without joining both political and spiritual perspectives. The first is 

needed to comprehend  issues of justice and inclusion, and to envision a 

social order which welcomes rather than shuns difference and vulner- 

ability; the latter to reveal the possibilities of love in the midst of suffer- 

ing and loss. 

 
Despite their different areas of focus these essays all reflect my attempt 

at a unified understanding of the human condition. As in the title of this 

book, I believe that we are all “Political and Spiritual”: power and jus- 

tice, love and compassion, hopes for a better world and a more content- 

ed life run through  our conscious lives and haunt our dreams. I have 

sought to use philosophy to make sense of those hopes—for myself, for 

other  theorists,  and  for those  who rather  than  writing philosophical 

essays raise food, build bridges, teach children, or heal the sick. 

* * * 

In  the  first two essays of Part  I, mysticism and spirituality, often 

thought  to offer ways to escape the burdens  and limits of society and 

history, are shown to be a part of them.  In turn,  deep  ecology is ex- 

plored as a spiritual connection to nature  that enables us to transcend 

the social ego; but also a perspective in need of correctives from critical 

social theory to avoid escapist or oppressive stances. I argue that the 

resources  of liberating social movements  such as socialism and femi- 

nism can serve as antidotes  to the limits of mysticism in general and 

spiritual  deep  ecology in particular;  but  that  in turn  purely political 
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movements too willingly accept the conventional social ego, lack prac- 

tices of self-transformation, and too often repeat oppressive features of 

the social forms they seek to overthrow. Mysticism, spirituality, and an 

ego transcending  connection to nature  can help overcome these defi- 

ciencies. 

The third essay roots the socially oriented  ethical theories of Levi- 

nas, feminism, and deep ecology in the traumas of the Holocaust, male 

domination,  and the environmental  crisis. The essay on animal rights 

emerged from my growing concern with our collective inability to listen 

to people who have different beliefs. It suggests ways in which spiritual- 

ly oriented  virtues of empathy and self-understanding  might help op- 

posing sides in animal rights debates come to improved mutual engage- 

ment. 10 

Part II examines the remarkable fusion of politics and religion in 

religious environmentalism. The theological, institutional, and political 

greening  of  religion  is  one  of  the  crucial—and  hopeful—cultural 

changes  of the  last thirty  years. 11  This remarkable  development  is a 

practical confirmation of my argument that politics and spirituality 

(broadly construed  to include certain forms of post-Enlightenment re- 

ligion) can support each other’s shared critique of the injustice and 

irrationality that characterize so much of modern society. As a motivat- 

ing discourse for a large percentage  of human beings, religion offers a 

key resource for environmental activism. 

After an overview, separate  essays explore religious environmental- 

ism’s connection to questions of religious diversity, and what the con- 

cept of sustainability can mean in a religious context. The final essay 

describes my attempt to blend the theoretical and practical, verbal and 

experiential, political and spiritual, personal and objective in teaching a 

university course on the environmental crisis. The fusion of dimensions 

typically alienated from each other is, I believe, demanded  by the com- 

bined immediacy and universality of the crisis. 

Parts III and IV focus on the particularities of Jewish identity and on 

disability. In  Part  III,  the  Holocaust—so  compelling  a challenge  to 

human culture in its own right—offers lessons for our collective re- 

sponse  to ecological problems.  “Justice in a Time  of Madness”  and 

“What Difference  Does It Make That We’re Jewish?” examine how a 

Jewish cultural identity shaped by historical experience and philosophi- 

cal/theological viewpoints may lead Jews to face the environmental cri- 
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sis in a distinctly Jewish as well as a commonly human way; and may 

confer on Jews both specific insights and tasks. The concluding essay 

cautions against dangerously simplistic and overly certain perspectives 

on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 

In Part IV we see how the realities of disability and caretaking for 

the disabled challenge political or spiritual perspectives which ignore 

these  realities. Yet even as they are changed  by it, our political and 

spiritual traditions help us understand  disability as a concept, a social 

identity, and a form of intensely personal experience.  “Disability and 

the Tasks of Social Justice” was written to briefly describe some essen- 

tial concepts for coming to grips with the subject and to suggest ways of 

teaching it. “One True Faith” focuses on the religious commonality I 

share with American Baptist scholar and teacher  Bill J. Leonard,  who 

also parents a daughter with disabilities. 

Part V examines two questions that challenge the book’s overriding 

framework. First, are the human problems progressive politics and spir- 

ituality seek to resolve solvable by technological advances? Second, how 

can the equanimity offered by a spiritual perspective survive the realiza- 

tion of both personal and mass (environmental)  death? My responses 

are necessarily tentative explorations of questions that we will turn to 

again and again. If they help the reader think a little more deeply about 

the  first and feel a little comforted  about the  second, they will have 

served their purpose. 

 
As dark as our times, as tempting as despair may be, we are still here— 

still blessed with the miraculous gift of life. In all my writing I have tried 

to use my philosophical intelligence in the service of that miracle—to 

face the truth  of the world’s pain and find in the human passions for 

justice and spiritual wisdom ways to alleviate our collective suffering. 

Earth is the right place for love. May we find ways to do it better. 
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THE TRANSCENDENCE OF JUSTICE AND 
THE JUSTICE OF TRANSCENDENCE 

 

Mysticism, Deep Ecology, and Political Life 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Humanity’s responses to the perils and pains of existence give rise to 

many  attempts   to  see  the  sources  of  our  suffering,  to  escape  or 

transcend our limits, and to form or recognize communities of solidar- 

ity—both with other people and with beings who are not people. The 

cry of the heart has gone out to gods and goddesses; to totem animals 

and sacred mountains; and to those with whom we would join on the 

barricades. In the desperate time of the present, as cynics celebrate the 

end of alternatives to global capitalism, global industrialism, and global 

technoaddiction, those of us who are not entranced by the prospect of a 

fully administered  society search for something else. Sensing the bleak 

and poisonous prospects around us, we shrink from pollution that is 

physical, psychic, and moral. Surely, we believe (as people have always 

believed) that there is some other choice we can make. Surely we can 

find some wisdom with which to confront the soulless intelligence of 

modernity and the amoral cyberchic of postmodernity.  Surely we can 

touch with our living hearts the Heart  of the World, and listen to the 

secret revelations of its unending beat. Surely, at least as individuals, we 

do not have to be bound by the endless commodification of the living 

world. Surely, if we cannot defeat  or change, then  we can transcend 

that which surrounds us. 
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One name for that transcendence  is mysticism. It has for thousands 

of years signified the attempt  to move beyond the confines of society 

and history; to break the bounds of normal human interaction, normal 

consciousness, and normal  physical reality. It  has been,  or has been 

claimed to be, the foundation for a wisdom beyond—or hidden be- 

neath—“this world.” Yet, as we shall see in relation to the present, the 

world has a way of persisting in the face of the most transcendent of 

wisdoms. It is the struggle between transcendence  and the social world, 

and the dangers which attend each, that are the subjects of this essay. 
 
 
 

MYSTICISM 

 
This term is used to describe a variety of at times overwhelming, often 

life-defining, experiences, experiences which give rise to fundamental 

shifts in how we sense the  nature  of both the  universe and our own 

personal  identity.  For  many those  experiences  are  the  heart  of the 

world’s religions. Beyond details of dogma, institutional organization, or 

even ethical teachings, the direct encounter  with the divine seems to 

make possible a temporary  release from the  boundaries  of the  social 

ego and the socially constructed  understanding  of the body. It is this 

encounter  which promises an alternate possibility to constricted forms 

of self-definition, and offers an answer to merely local claims about who 

we are, what we owe each other, and what we can be. The truths 

contained in mystical experiences seem to dwarf parochial understand- 

ings. People see them as “perennial” (as in “the perennial wisdom”), to 

be hidden from people not mature enough to grapple with the insights 

that mystical experience can confer, and even containing a hint of dan- 

ger  if misunderstood  or  misappropriated   (as in  the  Yogic warnings 

about the perils of developing psychic powers without the appropriate 

ethical development). 

Mystical experiences are celebrated  in every religious tradition. 

Consider, for example, the “Arhat,” the type of the Sage in the original 

form of Buddhism which has come to be known as “Therevada.” In his 

religious practices the Arhat seeks an end to the psychic confinement 

caused by mistaken identification with a self bound to desires and at- 

tachments. Intellectually, the Arhat has come to believe that this iden- 

tification is the source of great pain (as the Buddha taught in the first of 
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the Four Noble Truths). Yet intellectual acceptance  of the first Noble 

Truth does not necessarily produce a sense of self (or “non-self”) which 

is actually free of attachment.  The question arises: is it in fact possible 

to be alive as a human  being and not identify with a conventionally 

understood self, a collection of desires, aversions, etc.? This question is 

answered—and  what we might call mystical wisdom arises—when the 

student directly experiences a state of mind in which identification with 

self dissipates. As one early practitioner  is reputed  to have said, when 

questioned by a fellow seeker: “During my meditation I reached a point 

where I had no thought that ‘I am this; this is mine; this is my self.’” 1 

Or consider the prophet  Elijah. Fleeing for his life from Jezebel’s 

wrath after he put to death the prophets of Baal, he encounters God not 

in a mighty wind, an earthquake, or a fire, but in a “still, small voice.” (I 

Kings 19:11-12). The voice is “inside him.” It is a source of ultimate 

knowledge; or, in the case of what is typically stressed in Jewish scrip- 

tures, of ultimate moral responsibly—a responsibility which takes prec- 

edence over all merely social, merely conventional, customs or forms of 

authority. The experience  of God’s voice provides an ultimate  ethical 

arbiter which releases us from any conflicting obligations to social pow- 

ers. 

Consider how the poet William Blake saw Christ suspended  in air, 

dancing outside his window. Or the states of ecstatic no-self produced 

by Sufi dancing or tribal chanting; or the transformations of conscious- 

ness which come on a Native American Vision Quest, prepared  for by 

days of fasting and isolation. Or consider the feminist image of a divine 

interconnection  and sharing and mingling of mind, emotion, and body; 

an interconnection  in which God does not speak from the Heavens or 

even within our hearts, but emerges  in the sacred spaces which both 

separate and connect us. 2 

In all these (and the legion more which could be discussed) we find 

the wisdom of mysticism. This wisdom provides an end, or at least a 

temporary alternative to, the ego’s twisted identification with a psychic 

condition of permanent  dissatisfaction, insecurity, and violence. From 

attachment to a particular social role, we move to an identification with 

a cosmic harmony for which possessions, status, or social group become 

merely relative, merely historical, essentially contingent.  From attach- 

ment  to our particular,  personal,  self-owned pains and pleasures,  we 

move  to  a  celebration  of the  infinite  fields of energy  which  move 
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through  us. As in the case of Elijah, we develop a deeply altered  and 

often highly critical sense of the meaning and validity of social life: of its 

teaching about what is important, of its norms of human interaction, of 

its models of success or adequacy. 

Perhaps most important: while the intensity of the experience fades, 

and may be hard  even to remember  at times (it is said that  Pascal, 

having had an experience of God, sewed an image of the sun or a phrase 

beginning “fire, fire” into his clothes to remind himself), the wisdom of 

mysticism opens the  receiver  up to a clarity of understanding  about 

what is of lasting importance  in the realms of everyday, non- 

transcendent life. Variously known as love, grace, peace, or care, the 

wisdom of mysticism releases us from the bondage to patterns of emo- 

tion which ultimately serve neither ourselves nor others. The demands 

that we earn a lot of money, that we be beautiful, that we make war on 

our “enemies,” that we believe the government, that we manage to be 

successful at being “men” or “women”—these snarling dogs of desire 

(“fires” the Buddha  called them)  become  the tame lap-cats of tamed 

desire. We escape—initially only for a moment but then for much long- 

er if we are able to maintain the power of the memory of that mo- 

ment—the  demands,  evaluations, and  definitions  of our  social exis- 

tence.  Maintaining  this  memory  requires  stern  but  rewarding  disci- 

pline, described in detail in the mystical traditions. If we follow these 

paths of prayer, meditation,  fasting, study, retreat,  knowledge, and/or 

service, the traditions promise, we will be ever more released from the 

bondage of false attachments. 

And it is in just this promise that the danger lies: the place where 

mysticism can betray  itself and  deteriorate  into self-deception,  folly, 

and escapism. For mysticism can be and has been used simply to evade 

that which is frightening, confusing, or difficult in the social realm. In 

such cases it is motivated by an inability to face what is threatening  in 

the world-as-it-is, and what the mystic really seeks is escape. In such 

cases the mystic claims to have experienced—and  at times to offer to 

others—the Truth of the Whole; but he is really simply avoiding what is 

distasteful. 

For instance, we become entranced by, even addicted to, the experi- 

ence of the mystical state. It is so lofty, so sweet, such a relief from how 

awful we feel most of the time. And when we are under it or in it or up 

to it, we do not have to take seriously our suffering, anyone else’s suffer- 
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ing, or the ways in which it is not only what Buddhists would call the 

folly of individual attachment,  but  also social evil which causes that 

suffering. 

This danger of mysticism is that it becomes in Kierkegaard’s sense 

merely “aesthetic”: merely a series of experiences which do not contrib- 

ute to the formation of an ethical and spiritual character. Merely some- 

thing which, in the end, is another  titillation, another  object of desire, 

another way to pacify a self that has not been transformed,  but merely 

thrilled or sedated. 

Put another  way, the danger of mysticism is that it can become an 

escape from concerns about other people. Entranced  by the cosmic 

oneness of it all, we end up forgetting or ignoring the other people in 

the room, on our block, or on our globe. Feeling cared for by an infinite 

source of love, we forget (inadvertently? to some extent intentionally?) 

that it is up to us to manifest as well as receive that love. And that if we 

do  not,  our  own access to  the  source  will become  more  and  more 

strained, desperate, and attenuated. 

[Many years ago a teacher  of yoga and meditation  instructed  me: 

“Do not be distracted  by sounds in your practice, but use them.  For 

instance, if you are meditating and you hear a loud siren outside your 

window, instead of feeling interrupted you can simply take in that ener- 

gy, move it up your spine to your crown chakra and use it to further 

your practice.” 

A useful tip I thought a first. But then I thought further, and asked 

him: “Sir, this sounds a fine idea if, for instance, the siren is simply from 

an ambulance on its way to a nearby hospital. But what if it is the siren 

of the police vans which, in Amsterdam, took Jews to be transported  to 

the death camps? When is the sound a source of energy to be incorpo- 

rated into the meditation? and when is it an indication that we need to 

end the meditation, look outside ourselves, and act in resistance to help 

innocent people who are being murdered?  And what is the source of an 

ability to discern between the two?”] 

What I am saying here  is not meant  to discredit mysticism. While 

there  are elements  which resemble  Marx’s or Nietzsche’s critiques of 

religion, I do not accept their fundamental antagonism to spiritual life. 

Unlike them, I believe that mystical experience contains the possibility 

of Great Truth. And I am suggesting that it also contains the chance of 

Real Error.  In fact, it is just because mystical experience contains the 
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Powers of Truth—relief from suffering, transcendence  of social limita- 

tions, insights into Connectedness,  Grace, Gaia, or God—that  we can 

use those experiences as distractions, pain-killers, or excuses to Look 

the Other Way. 

The danger that mysticism may become (merely) aesthetic or serve 

as a spiritual by-pass of the moral and the political are not unknown in 

religious culture. In traditional Judaism, a person does not approach the 

mysticism of the Kabbalah until he is established in family and commu- 

nity relationships. Typically, not until the age of forty. The entire history 

of Buddhism is marked by a split over precisely the nature of mystical 

enlightenment  and the role of the enlightened  person in the commu- 

nity. While Theravada Buddhism saw the Sage as ultimately no more 

than a person who provides an example to others that Enlightenment is 

possible, Mahayana Buddhism arose partly out of the critique of what it 

took to be  the  selfish and  ultimately self-defeating  character  of that 

ideal. In its place, the Mahayana offered the image of the Bodhisattva, 

who refuses ultimate Enlightenment in order to help all other sentient 

beings to achieve it. Such a person  is like a strong young man who, 

when his household is lost in a dangerous forest, stays with the group to 

help them all to safety rather than making his own way home. 

Yet the awareness of these traditions is itself suspect in part because 

of the  duality of all mystical encounters:  at once a communion  with 

energies which transcend  society and also experiences processed, 

understood,  and described in words by socially situated human beings. 

The pervasive sexism of even the  most mystically founded  traditions 

should remind us that while God or goddess may touch us directly, our 

response to that touch will necessarily bear some imprint of our contin- 

gent selves. For example, it was not in fact a “person” who, when suit- 

ably mature,  was allowed by the Rabbis to study the Kabbalah. It was 

always and  only men.  The  claim that  we speak with truth  about,  as 

opposed to simply that we have experienced, a Truth Beyond Question 

has too often been a strategy for Power Over the Uninitiated. 

In  our time the  dangers  of mysticism are especially real, because 

much of mysticism in the advanced industrial societies is disconnected 

from tradition, community, and personal responsibility. It was, after all, 

in  great  measure  the  widespread  use  of  psychedelic  drugs  which 

brought an interest in ecstatic states back into a society defined by 

professionalism, technology, and television. The power of these drugs— 



 

 

 
 

 
THE TRANSCENDENCE OF JUSTICE                                                                                          

9 

 
for many people an instant revelation—was precisely their 

impotence. Since nothing had prepared  us for what they 

offered—and we had not seriously prepared  ourselves—the 

next day’s psychic life was often no more holy than the day 

before. At best, the drug experience was a signal that there  was 

more to life than was dreamed  of at Harvard Business School 

or the National Science Foundation.  At best, it served only as a 

beginning to a long and difficult search. 

Further,  since the cavalier cultural raids on ancient and 

tribal tradi- tions of the 1980s, one can learn the secrets of a 

South American Sha- man for the cost of a weekend’s time and 

a few hundred  dollars. (This will be a wonderful experience.  

And next month  we can learn witch- craft. Or perhaps the 

mysteries of the Druids.) The consequence is that far from 

becoming an alternative to the limitations of social life, mysti- 

cal experience becomes one more commodity—with no more 

ultimate spiritual meaning than anything else that can be bought 

or sold. 

In short, while the  actual Truths  disclosed by mystical 

experience may in fact be just those truths  all of us need to 

know, our access to them has always been (and perhaps, given 

the depth and extent of the presence  of society, are now even 

more so) conditioned  by the social setting in which they 

unfold. 

And in fact, it is precisely that social setting which has led 

to a return—on  something approaching a mass scale—of a 

mysticism which takes the earth and all its life as an ultimate 

truth. 

 


