PRAYERFUL, POWER-FULL

Paths of service are different ways in which self and spirit can flow together out into the world.  I truly believe that our path of service is also the path of joy for the self – we don't have to sacrifice one for the other.  We talked first this month about healing, then about the power of the word.  Last week we talked about the creative expression of the artist; and this week we're talking about the fourth and final phase for this discussion which is the path of love, of prayer, of the mystic. 
Plato wrote about four kinds of divine madness which correspond to these four stages: the first is healing, the second is prophesy or the power of the word, the third is creative expression and the fourth is love or union. These paths of service really are a divine madness, an ecstasy, an exultation, an exhilaration of the spirit and of the soul. 
We’re talking about something joyous even though it may require the whole self to develop what lies within and become authentic in all its lights and shadows.
When we move into a state of prayer, we move into a state of true surrender. Each of these paths, whether it's healing, teaching, or the creation of art, is a state of surrender where the conscious self, the surface self stands aside and lets something deeper and truer, immeasurably rich and whole come through.  The unexpected gift is that, as it comes through the vessel the self, it invariably takes on the qualities and the colorations of the unique individual through which it comes. This indicates that both self and spirit are present. In prayer, we have that vocation, make that choice, to turn our attention to God, to spirit, to surrender to a presence of Love . 
There are monks in caves in the Himalayas who are in a continuous state of profound meditation for all of us.  There are nuns praying in convents around the world constantly, in prayer for all of us. There are men and women who participate in ceremonies around the world that test them to the very deepest extent of their physical endurance, their emotional strength, and their mental courage – and they do this as an outpouring of love on behalf of all of us.  The path of a spiritual vocation is not a path for everyone any more than the path of the artist, or the teacher, or the healer is a path for everyone. And yet, each of these paths invariably contains within it some of the elements of the others—is creative, is shaping, is healing, is all-embracing. 
There are four kinds of prayer in the Christian description of prayer and I think this is 
probably true throughout the world. The four kinds are: 
· The prayer of adoration where one simply adores the great mystery 
· there is the prayer of confession in which one pours out from the heart the grief and anguish that we feel in our own self-judgments and our own judgments of the world around us and the negativity that evokes in us; the power of thte confessional prayer is the cleansing of the heart 
· the prayer of supplication where we ask as children in full acknowledgement of our smallness as well as our greatness for the help that we need, where we open ourselves to a power beyond ourselves to come in and inform us about our lives
· the prayer of thanksgiving when gratefulness for all that is pours out in words of praise and thanksgiving. 

Among the Gnostics, the highest form of prayer was the prayer of adoration because it's a form of wordless prayer. It's a state of being that cherishes all that is. We talked last week about the state of being of the artist being one of creativity – that when you are in that state of being which is creative, everything that you touch, everything that you do is created in a new way, is unique, original. Similarly, this state of being in prayer, of adoration, is a state of being that cherishes like a mother cherishes her newborn, like a lover cherishes every eyelash of the beloved. We all know what that state is. And it's a state that is almost wordless because it becomes so intimately one with the object which is cherished. 
A story that illustrates how surrender can go awry is the story of the four rabbinem. One night, four rabbinem were visited by an angel who awakened them and carried them to the 7th vault of the 7th heaven. There they beheld the sacred wheel of Ezekiel.  As they made the descent from paradise back to earth, one rabbi – having seen such splendor – lost his mind and wandered, frothing and foaming until the end of his days, lost in ecstasy. His adoration was greater than his capacity to contain it.
The second rabbi was extremely cynical. "Oh, I just dreamed Ezekiel's wheel. That was all. Nothing really happened. It's just something in my mind." Rather than confession, he fell into a state of negativity.
The third rabbi carried on and on about what he had seen for he was totally obsessed. He lectured everyone and constantly described how it was all constructed and what it meant. And in this way, he went astray and betrayed his faith by mis-using the power of the word.
The fourth rabbi, who was a poet, took a paper in hand and a reed.  He sat near the window writing song after song, praising the evening dove, his daughter in her cradle and all the stars in the sky. He went on to live his life better than before. 
If we think about the act of prayer as giving ourselves to love, if love is what we're after, then what comes after that act of self-giving and self-surrender is just as important as what comes before. Where does opening ourselves through prayer into that state of cherishing and being cherished, into that state of supernal bliss, lead us? Because this is what prayer truly is. It's the activity of the divine, of God within us. The impulse to prayer, to self-surrender, to cherishing is the activity of spirit in us seeking to remember itself, to become one again. Having moved into that state of unity, of oneness, then where do we go when we come out?  It's like the question the Boddhisatva faces or the enlightened man in Buddhism. Do you go off into Nirvana or do you turn back at the last minute and devote the rest of your life to helping all sentient beings achieve enlightenment? When we descend from the illumination experience back into our daily world, what comes next?
There was a Sufi teacher that I knew and he told us the story of his pilgrimage to Mecca. He went on the Haj, the great pilgrimage.  He accompanied his teacher, did all the circumambulations of the Kabba as prescribed by Islamic law; and then finally, in the company of his sheikh, he was allowed to enter into the Kabba. There's a doorway into that great cube.  The very center of the Kabba represents the center of the cosmos, the heart of God, to the Moslem world.
 As my friend stood there, at the center of all being, he realized that whichever way he turned, his next step would take him back out into the world. 
When we arrive at the center of being, if that's what we're after, then the next step brings us back out into the world. In our story, one took the step of self-obliteration, self-annihilation. But that's only the first annihilation. The second and most necessary annihilation is the annihilation of the annihilation – that having annihilated ourselves, we annihilate that and we come back. 
The second man took the path of doubt. He got trapped in the web of his own mind, his own distrust, that what he had seen couldn't possibly be real, couldn't possibly be true, that in some way he was deluded. He told himself it was just a fabrication of his imagination, as if he knew where those fabrications come from in the first place. Have you ever told yourself that, "I'm just making this up", "this is just my mind doing its thing"? Did you ever stop to think where that was coming from? And even where that assessment was coming from? If you try to track it back down, you just end up in the same mystery. But he had to become cynical and protect himself, close down from a glory that was greater than he could contain, or bear, or live within. And that happens to us too. Sometimes in the presence of love, rather than getting totally lost, we have to say “no,” turn away and close down. 
The third man (I had to laugh like all of you did) wants to share what he's found. Do you know this? On the spiritual journey, you get a new insight, you go to a workshop and something wonderful happens. Suddenly, your inner prophet emerges and you're out there proselytizing for everybody to come and read this book, meet this teacher, do this training, etc. It's becoming the prophet, the preacher, the evangelist, trying to spread the good news and bring everybody in.  At the same time, if you notice, it's also communicating "look what I did, look what happened to me, I am special and if you do what I say, you can be special too maybe—probably not so special as I am because I did it first but..." 
I have this subpersonality you might have noticed.  I first discovered it in about 1971 as Susan Salvation. The road to heaven lies through me. If you want to know God, I'll show you the way. Unfortunately, many teachers put themselves out in exactly that way and many religions and teachings do the same, implying or stating that theirs is the ONLY way.
The fourth rabbi, however, is the one who was able to receive the gift and let it permeate every cell of his body, every moment of his life. He was changed. And the experience wasn't something that happened to him, something that carried him away, something that he rejected, something he had to discharge by giving it away to everybody else.  Instead it was something that he could absorb like a sponge, expanding his inner world until he was filled with it. Then, wherever he looked he saw the face of the Beloved and his words became hymns of praise, poems of beauty, of cherishing, of articulating the unity that he saw. And he lived his life better than he did before. It doesn't say that he became a great light, that students huddled around, that he healed the sick, that he taught the lame how to walk. It doesn't say he became a saint or a prophet. It says he lived his life better than he did before. 
This is the power of prayer, that when we truly open ourselves to as much of it as we can allow ourselves to receive and be filled with it, what happens is we live our life a little better. What we create then becomes an acknowledgement, a praise, a thanksgiving for the beauty that we behold. Living then in a state of prayer becomes living in a state of grace.  It's only a step away. All we have to do is give ourselves to the moment and the grace is there. A very simple step but obviously not an easy one or we would all be there this moment and every other moment.



