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Time and 
Eternity

a theological spin
by Gene Marshall

The temporal has a past and a future, 
but no present.  

The present is only a passing away, 
a goodbye to an impermanence.  

The present is only a coming to be, 
a hello to what is coming into being 

and will hence be going away.  
In the present of temporality 

there is no resting place, 
no “IS,” no “Here I am.”  

It is all coming and going.  
It is all hello and goodbye. 

 

And there is no space at all 
between hello and goodbye.  

We can image a space like today, 
or this hour, or this year, 

but these are merely imaginings of our mind, 
not experiences of our body, gut, and awareness.  

In our real, every-moment experience 
of the temporal realm, 

it is never Now!
Inescapable Eternality

Eternality is to be found in that infinitesimal 
nothingness  of  the  present  instant.   Strange  as it

seems to our temporal-based minds, we can jump 
into that present instant and dwell there.  Buddhist 
meditation is exactly that.  As we concentrate our 
consciousness on the incoming and outgoing 
breath, we are able to notice consciousness itself 
sitting in its lasting “place” observing all sounds, all 
feelings, all thoughts, everything.  Christian 
contemplation is also a jump into the lastingness of 
that Eternal Now.  As we recall the past and 
anticipate the future, notice others and notice our 
own self, we are also able to notice consciousness 
itself, sitting in its lasting “place” observing all 
things.  Each of the major world religions manifests 
awareness of this strange human capacity for being 
in the Now as some sort of resting place, as a place 
to BE between the ever-impending future and the 
ever-gobbling past.

The term “Eternal Now” found a place in the 
writings of Paul Tillich.  Under that title, Tillich 
published a whole book of sermons on Biblical 
passages.  Let us further explore in our own 
awareness what this strange paradoxical term can 
mean for us. This Now has no past and no future; it 
just IS.   So stable is this IS that humans have been 
reluctant to believe that our IS will ever become IS 
NOT.  Humans have projected a reincarnation of 
this IS, or a resurrection of our body and its IS in a 
next eon of time, or the continuance of this IS in a 
Spirit realm of heavenly bliss, or perhaps 
everlasting despair.   That our IS will become NOT 
with the death of our body is altogether likely; 
nevertheless, these ancient projections of an “after-
death-IS” witness to the NOW experience in our 
current lives of an inescapable Eternality.

Inescapable Temporality
Living within this Eternal Now, we can 

remember the past of once present events.  And we 
can anticipate the future of not yet present events.  
Both memory and anticipation are aspects of life in 
the Eternal Now.  It is also clear that all these 
events, gone and coming, are products made up by 
our minds and may be wrong. We have all 
experienced memories that have lost their “reality” 
for us after we experienced a more careful look at 
the past.  And we have all experienced anticipations 
that were shown to be “unrealistic” as the 
anticipated future became present to us as a 
surprise to our anticipations.  These moments of 
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experience convince us that our memories and 
anticipations are human-made, not Eternity-given.  
Nevertheless, something Eternity-given does audit 
our memories and anticipations revealing their 
adequacy and their inadequacy.   

It is inescapable that we are constructing and 
reconstructing our memories.  We value some 
memories, horrid and glorious, as instructive and 
useful.  And we ignore other memories, horrid and 
glorious, as trivial and useless with regard to the 
practical needs for meeting the future we 
anticipate, and in relation to which we hope to 
make relevant choices.  Not only are our memories 
human-made, but the value we assign to them is 
also human in origin.

Similarly, our anticipations, horrid and 
glorious, are also something we are constructing 
and reconstructing through the use of our minds.  
We have learned, or will soon learn, that the 
arriving future will always be, to a great or small 
extent, a surprise to our self-constructed 
anticipations.  And the value we assign to those 
anticipations and those surprises is also human in 
origin.

However fragmentary our thinking about 
memory and anticipation may be, memories and 
anticipations fill our “Eternal Now” with a highly 
valued  relatedness to temporality, to both past and 
future.   Without this relatedness, our lives would 
not be livable.  The other animals do something 
similar, though without the same power of 
invention.  The inner experience of Now is very 
primitive, it predates the human species. My cat 
surely lives in some sort of Now of consciousness.  
He remembers the past.  He remembers where his 
cat bowl is located.  He recalls that humans are 
needed to get that bowl filled.   He anticipates the 
future, making eager sounds as the filled bowl 
descends to the floor.  His decisions are made with 
the aid of these conscious imaginations of past and 
future.  It seems that conscious life cannot exist 
without seeing past and future from the “place” of 
the lasting Now.  These images of past and future 
are crucial to our choice making, yet they are only 
images.  They can be wrong.  They can be part 
right and part wrong. And what does it mean for 
them to be wrong or right?  It means that an other-
than-my-consciousness THERENESS within the 
flow of time is addressing me with an inescapable 
insistence.  My images of past or future are images 
that are pointing to a going-on-ness that is not me.  
This going-on-ness is mysterious in an unbounded 
degree. And I in my ever-present Now am also 
mysterious in an equally unbounded degree.  The 
Now is mysterious.  Temporality, both its past and 
future aspects, is also mysterious, surprising us 

with ongoing revelations, challenges, and feedbacks 
we do not anticipate.  The whole show is 
mysterious.

In response to my “Hi, how are you?” my 
friendly postal clerk answered, “Amazing.”  And 
after a short pause she said, “And how are you?”  “I 
am amazing too,” I said.  “Yes you are,” she said.   
The other people in the post office seemed to smile 
at this exchange as if to say, “Yes, it is true: we are 
all amazing.”

 

The Stable Now 
within the Ever-Changing

Our sense of the Eternal Now, in which memory 
and anticipation take place, has a stability that is 
not possessed by the aspects of temporality and all 
the aspects of our temporal relations with those 
temporal aspects.  In our awareness of the Eternal 
Now, we can grasp our being as a relatedness 
between the temporal and the Eternal.  Kierkegaard 
says that this relation between the temporal and the 
Eternal is a relation that has the capacity to relate to 
itself and to do so in one of these two overarching 
ways: (1) willing to be this relation in all its specific 
temporal and Eternal aspects, and (2) unwilling to 
be this relation in all its specific temporal and 
Eternal aspects.  

Christian Vocabulary
When Kierkegaard interprets the Christian 

vocabulary in terms of the above insights, he says 
that the two basic options (willing and unwilling) 
describe faith and sin. Option (1) “willing” is called 
“faith” by Paul, Augustine, Julian, Luther, and 
many other prominent witnesses to the meaning of 
that grand Christian word “faith.”  Option (2) 
“unwilling” interprets the grand Christian word 
“sin.” 

Sin
  

These Kierkegaardian interpretations mean that 
“sin” is a sickness of the human self where “self” 
means the relation between time and Eternity that 
has the capacity to relate to the time-Eternity 
relation and is doing so in some form of “NO.”  
“Faith” then is the health of the human self where a 
“healthy self” means relating to the time-Eternity 
relation in some form of “YES.” 

The intellectual task of articulating an ever-
deeper understanding of these basic dynamics of 
life is to create needed theology for the next 
expression of Christianity, a theology that will 
guide us in our “Spirit journey” and define for us 
what we mean by both “Spirit” and “journey.”
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Spirit
“Spirit” is simply the essential human self 

when that self is understood to be the essential self-
dynamic of relatedness to the time-Eternal relation.  
This relation in its relations with itself can do sin or 
do faith or do some combination of the two.  When 
the faith path is being taken, the key descriptive 
word is “awe” where “awe” means a dread of 
Reality that repels us, a fascination with Reality 
that attracts us, and a courage that allow both 
dread and fascination to be our honest experience 
that we willing to courageously accept.

Despair
When sin is the option being taken, the key 

descriptive word is “despair” – where “despair” 
means a painful split in the structure of the self 
brought about by our unwillingness to be the 
whole dynamic of the self.  Perhaps we reject the 
temporal or some aspect thereof.  Perhaps we reject 
the Eternal or some aspect thereof.  Perhaps we 
twist both into something they are not.  This split 
in the self is not a material separation but an 
estrangement, a fight with Reality (temporal and 
Eternal), or a flight from Reality (temporal and 
Eternal).  The flight from Reality is a flight from 
what cannot be escaped.  The fight with Reality is a 
fight with what cannot be defeated.  Such a 
hopeless flight-fight is experienced as despair.  For 
example, if we are unwilling to ever be mistaken, 
we will despair, for mistakes will be made.  If we 
are unwilling to ever be entirely alone, we will 
despair, for alone is one of the givens of our 
existence.  If we are unwilling to ever experience 
something unpleasant, we will despair, for the 
unpleasant is a very large part of every life.   

Furthermore, our flight from Reality is a flight 
from our own true self.  And our fight with Reality 
is a fight with our own true self as well as a fight 
with the surrounding environment of beings and 
their Mysterious Originating Source.

God
This Final Mysterious Originating Source is 

called “God” when faith or trust in the  
trustworthiness of that Final Source is the option 
being taken.  Taking this option of relating to 
Reality as my “God” means taking on the assertion 
that “Reality has done, is doing, and will do all 
things well” including the resulting despair when 
we insist on some other option than trusting 
Reality as our “God.”

Journey
“Spirit journey” is defined as the ongoing 

movement of our “self” from experiences of 

despair to experiences of “faith.”  When this 
“journey” is seen as our blessing or “sanctification” 
then even despair becomes good for us, a doorway 
through which to walk and thereby discover a room 
beyond this doorway of despair, in which room we 
can see specifically what it is that is causing us to 
despair and thereby know what it is that we must 
give up in order to return to our essential self of 
faith in the goodness of Reality and the goodness of 
our true self – the self that Reality is positing.

I will write other essays on these topics and tell 
more stories that make these dynamics vivid, but 
with this essay I want to leave the reader with these 
bare bones definitions of “time,” “Eternity,” “self,” 
“sin,” “faith,” “awe,” “despair,” “Reality,”  “God” 
“journey,” and “sanctification.” 

Why that 
Forbidden Tree?

a dialogue about sin 
with Julian of Norwich

by Gene Marshall

The story of Adam and Eve is a myth about being 
human.  This fictitious couple represents all of us in 
story form.  God, as a character in that myth, points 
to the Final Reality that we experience or can 
experience every day.  Final Reality does indeed 
walk and talk with all of us in our own specific 
garden of living. 

In biblical lore, the word “God” adds only this to 
our experience of Final Reality: that Final Reality 
“does all things well.”  This phrase is important to 
Julian of Norwich as well as Martin Luther.  In 
other words, Final Reality is trustworthy.  Herein is 
a faith to live by: trusting Reality and thereby living 
realistically as the best-case scenario for our lives.  
Only in the light of such trust, does Final Reality 
becomes our God, our ultimate concern, the primal 
meaning for the specific living of our whole lives. 

With this clarification of the word “God,” the 
key theological question becomes:  “What is Final 
Reality?”  In the Adam and Eve story we hear at 
least three basic answers to that question:  (1) Final 
Reality is what has created Adam and Eve, as well 
as you and me and the whole cosmos. (2) Final 
Reality comes to us in very special and personal 
ways like “walking in our garden in the cool of the 
day and asking us questions.”  (3) This creating us, 
walking in the garden with us, and questioning us 
is good – that is, Final Reality has done, is doing, 
and will do all things well.

So why did Final Reality put that seemingly 
dastardly tree (the knowledge of good and evil) in 
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the garden, forbid us to eat from it, and order such 
dire consequences if we did?  First of all, let us 
notice that the previous sentence personifies Final 
Reality.  But Final Reality, if that Reality is truly 
Final, is not literally a person in some humanoid 
sense.  And Final Reality is not just one more 
reality alongside other realities. Final Reality is the 
depth dimension of each and every reality.  
Nevertheless, if we personify Final Reality, as we 
do in the Genesis myth, we presume that Final 
Reality  “knows” how all things work.  Thus, Final 
Reality is presumed to “know” that these un-rock 
like, un-tree like, profoundly conscious and 
freedom-gifted human animals that Final Reality 
has created were going to experience the 
temptation to believe the snake’s untrue story that 
eating from that tree was good for us.  In other 
words, following the logic of the myth, Final 
Reality knew that we humans would be tempted to 
hope for something that would make us even more 
like our Creator than we already were.  We could, 
so we hoped, be like God, KNOWING GOOD 
AND EVIL.  In the myth, Final Reality warned us 
not to eat that lie.  

Why was it a lie?  Because all our decisions in 
life are ambiguous.  Should I join that group?  
Should I marry that person.  Should I take that job?  
If I have a grand purpose for my life, that purpose 
did not drop down from heaven.  We choose our 
life purpose from among the many possible 
purposes for our lives.  If we then say Final Reality 
has called me to this purpose, we lie.  We have 
eaten the knowledge of good an evil from that tree.

So back to our basic question: “Why did Final 
Reality put such a serious temptation in our 
garden?  Does Final Reality sadistically want to 
trick us and then punish us?  These questions could 
be simply dismissed by noting that this is just a 
story, just a myth.  Or we might say that to talk 
about the motives of Final Reality is a mind-game 
we don’t need.   Indeed, we might insist that even 
to discuss the all-too-obvious corruption of 
humanity in relation to realistically living our lives 
should be dismissed as an enigma too deep for the 
human mind.  So, why trouble ourselves with such 
matters?  Nevertheless, let us assume for ourselves 
a level of curiosity about these profound matters, 
and let us assume that this ancient, long-treasured 
myth is saying something basic about your life and 
mine.

The Name of that Tree
Let us first examine carefully the name of that 

tree: not knowledge, not consciousness, but “the 
knowledge of good and evil.”  Is it true that the 
knowledge of good and evil is forbidden to the 

human species?  It is fine with me that such 
knowledge is forbidden to the cat species or the dog 
species, but my parents (and I imagine your 
parents) did not think that the knowledge of good 
and evil was forbidden to me.  They laid out for my 
protection and their comfort  (as well as for reasons 
taken from their culture that they were not clear 
about) an entire library of good-and-evil 
knowledge.  “Don’t cross the street without holding 
my hand” – this teaching graduating to, “Don’t 
cross the street without looking both ways” – and 
moving on to “Take care of yourself and don’t do 
anything stupid.”  And this was only the beginning.   
With lots of help from the churches and schools and 
radio and television, I became educated to a 
graduate-school level in the knowledge of good and 
evil.

So, what could it mean that the old myth tells me 
that the knowledge of good and evil is forbidden by 
Final Reality?  It has become clear to me that I really 
don’t have a final knowledge of good and evil and 
never will (only Final Reality “knows” what is good 
and evil).  I am indeed an ethics-creating being.  I 
am a creature gifted with a finite freedom, created 
in me by that presumed Infinite Freedom of Final 
Reality.  In that sense, I am created in the image of 
Final Reality.  Like Final Reality, I can create out of 
nothing – that is, construct acts that are not caused 
by anything other than my essential freedom.  And, 
let us notice that all my knowledge of good and evil 
was created by me or by humans just like me, all of 
whom do not actually have a final knowledge about 
good and evil.  So my knowledge of good and evil 
is a creation of finite human freedom.  I have no 
final knowledge of what Final Infinite Reality 
“knows” about what is good and what is evil.  So it 
is clear that I, along with over seven billion other 
living human  beings, have already eaten from that 
forbidden tree. That is, from time to time (if not 
always), we have assumed that our knowledge of 
good and evil is THE KNOWLEDGE OF GOOD 
AND EVIL.

Take for example, I work in the sun too long 
without sufficient water and I am laid up in bed for 
three days with severe heat exhaustion.  “This 
should not be,” I say.  But this is what IS, yet I am 
applying my “It should not be” “knowledge of 
good and evil” to a situation in which trusting God 
would mean holding that God does all things well – 
which means that the GOOD for me means living 
openly and realistically the situation I have on my 
hands.  And notice this wide historical example: 
Robert E. Lee had the opportunity to general for the 
North rather than the South.  That would have 
saved a lot of lives.  Apparently, he let being a loyal 
member of Southern slave society be his good and 
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fighting for the North be his evil.  This same good 
and evil was held by about half the nation.  They 
thought they knew what was good and evil.  John 
Wilkes Booth thought he knew what was good and 
evil.  As we notice these cultural conditionings of 
other people, let us not fail to notice that whatever 
culture each of us have grown up in has deposited 
in our brains a knowledge of good and evil that we 
think is true.  We quite often think that our cultural 
conditioning is good and true.  Even if we have 
become a contrarian in our culture, our contrarian 
views cannot be truthfully viewed as final Truth.

So here we all are, standing with fig leaves over 
our ethical nakedness, hiding our various finite 
views of good and evil from the gaze of Final 
Reality.  Then it happens to us, according to this 
myth, that Reality comes to us walking in our 
garden in the cool of some ordinary day inquiring 
where we have gone from the realistic living of our 
lives.  We then make up all sorts of excuses, none 
of which undo the fact that we did indeed eat from 
that tree.  We are a mess of shame and guilt, and 
there is no excuse for it.  With our own gift of 
freedom, we have moved ourselves from a glorious 
state of primal ignorance about good and evil to a 
state of illusory knowledge about good and evil 
that we ourselves have made up as a substitute for 
not knowing THE KNOWLEDGE OF GOOD AND 
EVIL held in the “mind” of the Final Reality.

According to the Bible’s broader wisdom, this 
act of Adam and Eve (and of you and me) led to all 
the despair, malice, tyranny, and slavery that 
comprises the tragic side of the human story.  More 
on that later, but first, why did Final Reality (who 
is doing all things well) put that seemingly 
dastardly tree in our garden?

Why that Tree?

Here is a part of an answer to that question:  I 
say “part” because I will not presume to know the 
“whole” truth about such primal matters.  But here 
is a part of the truth that I hope will help us to trust 
that Reality does indeed do all things well.  Are 
you ready?  Here it is:  That tree is the dark side of 
the glorious gift of human freedom.  Our essential 
human freedom cannot be given to us without that 
tree also being given.  Having our essential God-
given freedom means having the freedom to rebel 
against freedom itself and the entire set up of finite 
existing in which that finite freedom constitutes 
our opportunity to be alive as a human, instead of 
alive as a tree, bird, or cat.  

Birds and cats and even trees have a certain level 
of freedom. But the freedom given to the human is 
immense in comparison.  Even though we humans 
have fled from our freedom into addictions and 
rigidities, we still, in our essence, share with God a 
freedom to co-create the history of the planet.  In 
loving us with this immense gift of freedom, Reality 
has also loved us with the gift of being capable of 
unrealism including the unrealism of denying or 
twisting that freedom into a life-orientation of 
slavery to some set of rules or anti-rules or 
addictions, or just plain meanness rooted in a 
specific desperation about not willing to be the 
creature that we are.   Birds are not tempted with 
such options.  We humans have this tempting 
option because we have this immense gift of 
freedom.  Our freedom is still finite in the sense that 
we cannot do everything, but we can clearly do 
many things that are not caused by anything other 
than our freedom.  This finite freedom is denied by 
some deterministic, super-scientific ideologues who 
are blind to their own interior life; nevertheless this 
freedom simply is our essential self, however hard 
we have worked to deny it or get rid of it.  And this 
freedom can be viewed as both our immense glory 
as well as the root of our immense tragedy of 
(potentially and often actually) being the most 
destructive species that ever evolved on this planet.   
Such glory and such tragedy are two sides of the 
same gift of freedom.

God’s Courtesy
Julian of Norwich, a very lucid 14th century 

English anchorite, put this paradox in a most 
colorful way.  Our freedom is God’s courtesy 
toward humanity.  Rather than determine all our 
actions as if we were a rock, God, (i.e. Final Reality) 
restrains the all-powerful FREEDOM that 
constitutes Final Reality in “courtesy” of our 
freedom – thereby allowing us to be persons who 
can relate or misrelate to this courteous All-
Powerful Reality.  Using the old mythic vocabulary, 
God risks our tragic choices in order to have a 
personal relation with us.  In spite of the risk of 
tragedy that such courtesy entails, Reality is doing 
all things well in giving us this freedom.  Here is 
the analogy:  just as we might  be courteous rather 
than bossy in our love for a child who is new at 
exercising the gift of freedom, so Reality is 
courteous toward us.  God is loving us with this 
courtesy, this freedom to make mistakes and to 
grow in our maturity toward realistically living our 
lives.

Julian goes on to explore the presumed 
foreknowledge that God (i.e. Final Reality) must 
have had about the tragic consequences that were 
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going to transpire from giving humans freedom.  
So why did Reality set up the consequence that 
humans opting for unrealism would lead to such 
tragedy?  Here again is my partial answer: Reality, 
who does all things well, must  go on simply being 
Reality, and such consistent being of the Reality 
that Reality IS results in painful consequences for 
humans who are committing unreality.  Why is 
unreality painful for humans?  It is painful because 
Final Reality loves us and is thus opposing our 
unreality, is chasing us down, is exposing our 
hiding places, and is calling us out from who we 
think we are to who we really are.  Indeed, Reality 
is calling us out of what we think is going on into 
an ever wider and truer perspective on what is 
Real.  This training in realism is love for us.  But 
this entails that our human flight from realism is 
painful because we cannot get away from Reality.  
And our human fight with realism is going to be 
painful because we cannot win a fight with Reality.  
Our conscious experience of our resistance to 
Reality and the basic futility of this style of living is 
properly called “despair.” 

The nineteenth-century religious genius named 
Søren Kierkegaard showed us how despair is the 
root result of fleeing from or fighting with reality, 
and how despair is the root meaning of the biblical 
term “sin,” when God is understood to mean 
Reality.  Despair is a far more tragic state than we 
might want to notice: despair is so painful that it 
becomes the motive power beneath the widespread 
“evil” that characterizes the human species. First of 
all, most suicides are conducted to escape from a 
despair over oneself or over the life circumstances 
one faces.  Suicides most often occur in the lives of 
very careful, seemingly smart and well-adjusted 
people who have been so careful in their lives 
precisely because they are hiding in themselves a 
very great pain of conscious despair.  Most people, 
however, have hidden the pain of despair from 
their consciousness.  According to Kierkegaard 
these people are the most tragic figures of all, for 
they have no understanding of how sick they are.  
When despair leaks into their conscious life, they 
treat it like a smoking fireplace.  They dampen the 
fire, open a few windows, take a walk around the 
block, and then come back into their house and 
carry on as before as if nothing important had 
taken place.  Others who are highly conscious of 
their despair avoid suicide as a solution by 
plunging into debauchery or noble work. They get 
so absorbed in some absorbing addiction or 
passionate activity that they forget, temporarily, 
the unforgettable fact that their whole life is 
characterized by despair.  Still other highly 
conscious despairers choose to be their 

falsifications of reality in defiance of Reality in spite 
of the pains involved.  They resign themselves. 
These seemingly strong figures are satirized by 
Kierkegaard as fragile persons whose whole 
selfhood can be resolved into nothing by a single 
choice.  Kierkegaard also paints the ridiculous 
spectacle of passively defiant persons who are 
making their personal despair into an excuse for 
raging at the incompetence of the entire universe of 
Reality.

Nevertheless, all despairers, however conscious 
or unconscious of their despair, are only a step 
away from healing their despair – namely making 
the 180 degree turn toward viewing how Reality is 
doing all things well, including their being in 
despair.  This means seeing despair is a doorway 
that is being created by the all-loving Reality who is 
doing all things well  – a doorway that opens into a 
life of despairless living, or at least  living in a less 
despairing way through seeing how Reality 
welcomes us “home” to the realistic living of our 
lives in spite of all the despair-producing side-trips 
that we have made and are still tempted to make.

It is difficult to describe the deep joy of this 
discovery that Reality has been seeking us to be 
Reality’s friend, that our painful despairing and its 
malicious, dangerous, foolish consequences were 
but signs to us that we were on the wrong track for 
human fulfillment.

Perhaps we need a personal story here:  My first 
wife knew she wanted children, long before I did.  
In fact I was so absorbed in work and figuring out 
my life, that children were coming much too soon 
to suit me.  When my wife’s fourth pregnancy 
became a fact in our family situation, I began to 
awaken to the fact that I had not yet decided to be a 
father to the three children we already had, much 
less to one more.  I had also been rather sloppy 
about talking this through with my wife and taking 
better care not  to conceive the children I did not yet 
want.  In fact, my absorption in work and status 
and my resistance to fatherhood became more 
conscious as I attempted to talk through with my 
wife about having or not having this baby.  My first 
response was to abort this child, but as I got more 
clear about my despair over the responsibilities of 
fatherhood, I saw the situation more deeply.  I 
finally got clear that I was the father of three 
children and would be so for all eternity. This was 
my incarnation, and there was no escape from it.  
As I chose to be the father I already was, I became 
more open to expanding the father role to child 
number four.  I am now glad that I did.  I deeply 
love the person this child became.  But at the time of 
that transformation, I simply felt joy in being 
restored to my real life, experiencing deep release 
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from the despairing refusal to have my situation.  
Having chosen to have that situation, I have 
operated somewhat better with the role of father.

While this story is less horrific than many 
healing stories, it pictures how we humans can 
move from despair-to-authenticity.  Most of our 
movement from despair to authenticity is very 
complex and difficult to tell about without writing 
a whole  autobiography or novel.  Nevertheless, 
my simple story does illustrate the point that 
Reality chases us down until it catches us and if we 
are willing to be caught, restores us to Reality, 
receiving us without any reservations into the full 
community of realistic living.  In fact having fallen 
into the ditch of unrealism, the return to realism 
can seem more fully blessed than the time before 
the fall into that particular ditch.  Such healing 
experiences make more plausible our trust that 
God really does love us – loves you and loves me 
in giving us the freedom to fall in the first place, 
loves us in running us down, and loves us in 
restoring us to the fold of realism.  It is we who, 
most of the time, are blind to the goodness of what 
is transpiring, rather than it is ever true that God 
can be judged by us as incompetent in “doing all 
things well.”

A Most Horrific 
Healing Story

One of the most horrific healing stories in our 
common memory is the one about Jesus being 
tortured to death by a community who were madly 
defensive toward his audit of their hypocritical 
lives.  Christianity has remembered this story as 
Good Friday, even though the first impression of 
every disciple was that this was the very worst 
thing that had ever happened to them.  Every 
expectation that they had for Jesus and for 
themselves was crushed, broken to pieces, and 
trampled into the ground.  Among one-sentence 
descriptions of despair, I count the following 
sentence the all-time winner: “But we were hoping 
that he was the one who was to come and set Israel 
free.” (Luke 24:21)   

This horrific Friday became “good” when some 
of these companions of Jesus saw that Israel had 
indeed (surprise of all surprises) been set free!   It 
was not that Rome had been overthrown, or that 
the history of human evil had ended.  Something 
even deeper had happened.  Our humanity had 
been restored.  We the disciples of Jesus found 
ourselves among the “first born” of a new 
humanity of ordinary women and men.  This new 
humanity (manifest in both Jesus and the disciples) 

had triumphed over inhumanity.  The death of 
Jesus was not defeat, but victory.  Truth had not 
been abandoned.  And forgiveness of the liars had 
been demonstrated.  (This dynamic of Reality’s 
forgiveness is likewise being manifest in other killings by 
humanity of witnesses to the Truth.)  

This emerging community of new humanity 
saw that Jesus had exposed the very deepest 
doorway of despair and had led a representative 
group through this doorway into the promised land 
of authenticity in relation to that Final Reality who 
does all things well.   Jesus was victorious over our 
satanic rejections of Reality by exposing the very 
deepest rejections of the Truth of our real lives, 
namely the sufferings that realistic living must face. 
The bliss of realistic living was made complete by 
following the essential being of Jesus along the path 
he took.  In doing so, his followers became “Jesus” 
in a continuing community of living on this Earth.  
Whatever it was that Jesus was, this “was-ness” was 
“resurrected” in the continuing flesh and blood of 
the men and women who followed him through the 
hell and healing of this self discovery.  Such was the 
beginning of the Christological thinking of these 
Christ-way Jews.  However complex and confusing 
later Christological reflections became, these basic 
thoughts persisted:  Jesus was the Christ, the long 
expected Redeemer, because he led us through the 
hell of our very deepest despair into an enduring 
heaven of trust in a Final Reality that does all things 
well.

Paul expanded Christological thinking with his 
story of Christ as the Second Adam.  The first Adam 
was the story of humanity’s movement from 
freedom to bondage.  The Second Adam was the 
story of humanity’s movement from bondage to 
freedom.  We do not understand either of these 
stories unless we understand that both of them are 
about each of us at the most profound level of our 
living. 

Paul refers to both or these stories in Galatians 
5:1: “Plant your feet firmly, therefore, within the 
freedom that Christ has won for us, and do not let 
yourselves be caught again in the shackles of 
slavery.” 

Sin is a trap in a lifetime of despair – a bondage 
because we have fallen into a ditch out of which we 
cannot climb.  This “ditchness” is who we have 
become.  We have used our freedom to escape our 
freedom; consequently we have no freedom with 
which to get our freedom back.  We can only be 
healed of our bondage, our ditchness, when we are 
led by a ministry from those who are outside our 
fallen consciousness – a ministry that can awaken 
us to the truth of our despairing condition and then 
lead us through that doorway of despair to the 
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freedom to cast off the despair and enjoy freedom.  
Our mother, our preacher, our friend, or Jesus 
himself does not cast off the despair for us.  It is 
our own freedom that casts off despair and vows to 
enjoy freedom.  But our outside redeemers are 
needed to bring to our consciousness that we are in 
despair, point us to the doorway of consciously 
experiencing that despair, and beckon us to walk 
through the pains of despair to the promised land 
of our essential freedom. This is the core meaning 
of the story of the Second Adam.

So what were those deepest pangs of despair 
that those first disciples felt in their loss of their 
mentor and their encounter with the frank horror 
of his torturous death? These disciples had already 
experienced redemption from the blandness or 
meaninglessness of their previous employments – 
like tax-office work, prostitution, or just fishing 
from their father’s boat.  And they had found joy in 
a nomadic life of healing people of their various 
modes of despair-sickness.  But a deeper probe into 
their own despair was in store for them in this 
dreadful ending of their Jesus experience.  They 
came to see how deeply the world was trapped in 
its flight from and hatred of authentic living.  
Humanity was and remains willing to torture to 
death the most authentic members of its species 
rather than give up its fundamental lies about the 
way life is.  And yet Reality, who does all things 
well, was expressing love for all these liars by 
allowing this faithful one to suffer the malicious 
power of these liars.  These liars were being loved 
through God’s courtesy with regard to their 
freedom.  It was not Jesus who was discredited by 
his detested mode of death.  It was the humans of 
his generation who were discredited.  It was 
humanity as a whole who were audited.  Jesus was 
the victor.  He was not defeated by his dying.  He 
won the fight with sin, with despair, with the 
entire Earth-wide kingdom of Satan’s power.  

Jesus’ example includes persistence in trusting 
the understanding that Reality does all things well, 
even when the consequences of such realistic living 
led to suffering at the hands of the home culture 
that he was faithfully serving with an opportunity 
for authentic and blessed life.  Death and suffering 
itself are conquered in this story.  It is not that 
inauthentic living conquered Jesus.  Jesus had 
conquered on our behalf both death and suffering.  
“Oh Death, what has happened to your sting?” All 
our sufferings have ceased to be a curse; our 
sufferings can now be viewed as part of one 
glorious life lived in our essential freedom.  And 
nothing, nothing whatsoever, can separate us from 
the astonishing “truth” that “Reality is doing all 
things well.”

Do we sinners still ask, “Why did God create 
that tree – create such a possibility for our entering 
into the hell of despair?”  Let us notice that this 
question includes asking: “Why did God ennoble 
humanity with the gift of freedom rather than 
making us happy robots or happy trees, or happy 
rocks?”  Having the gift of freedom includes having 
the option of using that freedom to rebel against 
freedom itself, and from all the structures of Reality 
in which this essential (God-given) type of freedom 
resides. To blame God for our fall into the 
temptation of unreality is to wish to be a rock or a 
tree or an animal that knows not the freedom to 
create out of nothing.  The capacity to sin is our 
glory as well as our temptation to enter into a hell 
from which we need rescue.  Julian of Norwich 
pointed out that our having fallen into sin and then 
been rescued has meant that we learned something 
that makes us a more happy and glorious being 
than we were before the fall.

Christian Life 
Together

a call to communal practice 
by Gene Marshall 

“When two or three are gathered together in my 
name, I am there among them.” Jesus

Actually, this was not a saying of the historical 
Jesus, but an insight of the early fictionalizers of 
Jesus who were experiencing the truth of this 
statement.

So who were these two or three?  They were 
human persons, not corporations, not chimpanzees, 
just ordinary flesh and blood, glorious and limited, 
living and dying human beings.

And what does it mean to gather in Jesus’ name?  
It means gathering in the awareness that the event 
of Jesus Christ showed us the essence of every 
event that happens to us humans.

And what was that revelation?  It was not words 
in a book or theological statements of the Vatican, 
but a personal awareness of what it means to live 
our specific lives realistically.

That awareness can be summarized with these 
four simple statements.
1. “God” is a devotional word for Reality. By 
Reality with a capital “R” I am distinguishing 
Reality from ideas about it.
2. Reality’s Word to us is that we are accepted just 
as we are, in spite of all our despairing malice and 
addictive foolishness.
3. Accepting our acceptance by Reality restores us 
to realistic living – that is,  to Trust, Love, and 
Freedom, realistically understood.
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4. The realistic living of our lives transforms us into 
the Body of Christ – that is, when two or three of us 
gather together in the above awareness of Reality 
we are the Eternal Truth present in flesh and blood, 
our own flesh and blood, the ordinary flesh and 
blood of humanity.  Indeed, the resurrected Jesus is 
vividly and vitally present among us.

In our 21st century days and nights, this 
gathering together in the name of Jesus is called by 
some of us “the Christian Resurgence Circle.”   We 
might have named it something else, but here is the 
“magic” in this name:  “Circle” means that each 
person is equidistant from the Truth of which we 
speak,  “Christian” means that this Truth of which 
we speak is revealed in the Jesus Christ event, and 
“Resurgence” means that we are the resurrected 
body of Jesus Christ and thus given 
authority/authenticity to speak this Truth to our 
era of humankind.

Whatever activities people do on the basis of the 
revelation experienced in the Jesus Christ event is 
the base community of the Next Christian practice.   
It only takes two or three gathering together.  Such 
a picture is a vision of the Next Christianity.  It is 
preferable that these two or three gather every 
week, preferably four or five persons, preferably in 
collaboration with millions of other gatherers in 
almost every neighborhood on this planet.  Then 
complexities of spirit methods, theological insights, 
and ritual practices will follow, but this Jesus 
Christ revelation of the meaning of realistic living 
is the essential definition of this movement of Spirit 
in Christian garb.

In addition, some of the most lucid Christian 
practitioners have discovered that this same 
movement of Spirit can take place in Buddhist 
garb, or Hindu garb, or Jewish garb, or Muslim 
garb, or even in a garb hard to identify with one of 
the major long-standing religious traditions. The 
realism that is Christian realistic living is simply 
realistic living.  Realistic living is simply living that 
is attuned to Reality with a capital R.  Reality with 
a capital R is called “God” by lucid Christians who 
understand the word “God” as a devotional word 
that says that we trust Reality – that we are 
devoted to living our real everyday, down-to-Earth 
lives realistically.

So the fundamental question of Christian 
theologizing becomes, “What is Reality with a 
capital R? – and its corollary, “What does realistic 
living look like?”  These remain open questions for 
the rest of our lives and for the rest of the life of 
this planet.  We will need to answer these 
questions with our own experience of living, but 
we will need to remain loose within the answers 
that we give.  Reality is a boundless mystery that 

human beings can never completely fathom.  But 
our incomplete “fathomings” are the realisms we 
have with which to live this next and next and next 
moment of realistic living.  If we are realistic living 
humans, we have given up the right to deny that 
global warming is real, and that climate catastrophe 
already awaits us, and that we might be able to 
moderate this pain if we act rather soon rather than 
waiting another generation to do so.  Such realism 
is Christian living. And all the other topics of 
realistic living come with the same sort of 
definiteness requiring our attunement – yes, our 
obedience of the “God” we worship.  Such 
obedience is not a grudging compliance, but our joy 
to be in touch with what is so, our good life about 
which we have no complaints but only 
thanksgiving to Reality with a capital R that is our 
all-encompassing devotion.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

I would like to see every member of the 
Realistic Living contituency read this book.  It 
emphasizes the importance of biblical history and 
the past and future of Christian witnessing, action, 
and communal living.  Our era of Christian 
awareness began with the writings of Søren 
Kierkegaard, transporting us to a fresh kind of 
certainty, to the authority of authenticity. Luther 
conducted a reform of Christendom. Kierkegaard 
has led us beyond Christendom, beyond all 
authority, beyond both Bible and Church, to an 
Awe-sustained authenticity that illuminates Bible, 
Church, and all else. This book emphasizes how 
Old and New Testaments and Christian theology 
through the centuries has included a love of history 
and how Final Reality is encountered in historical 
events. Part Three of this book focuses on the 
challenge of a future for Christianity – how we 
envision it, talk about it, and give it structural form. 
Spirit cries out, “Give me form,” but Spirit can 
never be contained in any temporal form. 
Nevertheless, temporal forms of religion are 
essential to the accessing and maturation of Spirit 
living. Such a Christianity is the quest of this book.

Here is a sample of what readers have said:
Anyone concerned with the life and task of the 

church may well find this book a refreshing read, 
either as an individual or as part of a study group. 
At every turn of the page, the author recasts 
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The above topics are more fully discussed in my 
new book just published by Resurgence 
Publishing:
The Love of History and the Future of Christianity:

toward a manifesto for a Next Christianity



language born of an ancient worldview into words 
and images that evoke real-life experiences for our 
time.
–Doris S. Hahn: An organizer and teacher with the 
Ecumenical Institute and the Institute of Cultural 
Affairs for twenty-two years

This book grows out of a decades-long 
immersion and grappling with the most profound 
insights from the most original and daring 
Protestant theologians of the 20th century. No one 
knows this tradition better than Gene Marshall. 
Even more, no one has done more to implement 
this tradition by radically reimagining what the 
institution and practices of the church are and can 
become. More than a manifesto, this book is also a 
how-to guide.
–Dr. Jeffrey W. Robbins: Professor and Chair of 
Religion and Philosophy, Lebanon Valley College, 
Author of:  In Search for a Non-Dogmatic Theology

Gene Marshall captures the essence of active 
engagement with the texts of Christianity in order 
to keep it alive and vital for today's and even 
tomorrow's world. You owe it to yourself to be 
warmed by the glow of the fire that Marshall has 
kindled. His words are at once personal, intimate, 
historic, insightful, enthusiastic and perhaps even 
prophetic.
–Caryn Mirriam-Goldberg: Ph.D., Kansas Poet 
Laureate for 2009-13, bioregional organizer

You can order a copy from Gene Marshall;
3578 N. State Hwy 78; Bonham, TX 75418. 

Enclose a check for $20. 

ART ON THE HUMANNESS SCALE
reviews by  Joyce Marshall

MOVIES

Dallas Buyers Club is my choice for best film of 
the year, and I thought McConaughey deserved the 
best actor Academy Award, even though he gave a 
sermon instead of an acceptance speech at the 
ceremony.  I was also rooting for Jared Leto, who 
won the best supporting actor award for his 
amazing performance as the transsexual, Rayon.  
The movie is based on the true story of Ron 
Woodroof, a hard-partying redneck rodeo cowboy 
who discovers he is HIV-infected.  This was in the 
1980s when many began dying with AIDS and the 
availability of drugs was complicated by lack of 
research and prejudice against gays.  Woodroof 
explored every option and in Mexico found 

alternative drugs, which he sold in his Buyers Club.  
He had to fight legal battles as well as fight to live, 
and in the process he became an activist and 
aligned with Rayon as his assistant.  The gift of the 
film is that it tells a piece of history in a non-
sentimental style and yet captures the poetry of the 
lives of those who lived it.  A fine film.
August: Osage County is certainly not Oklahoma, 
the musical, but more like an Okie version of Who’s 
Afraid of Virginia Woolf.  Sorrowfully, Osage County 
wasn’t even nominated for the Academy Awards 
best picture, although Meryl Streep and Julia 
Roberts were nominated for their fine work.   I was 
enthralled with every moment of this film.  It is 
ensemble acting at its best, every role integrally a 
part of its power.  The story is of a rural Oklahoma 
family who have gathered at the death of Violet’s 
husband.  Her three daughters and her sister and 
their families reveal the various dysfunctions and 
secrets of the clan as their day together progresses.  
I was born in Oklahoma, and both my parents were 
born and bred there.  Even though I grew up in 
Texas from age 3 and learned the Texas style of 
niceness, I strongly identify with the qualities of 
Okies in this film – their kind of tough ability to 
survive and their teasing of anyone taking 
themselves too seriously - both of which sometimes 
manifest as harsh meanness.  I also recall learning 
that women are to look good and a mother’s job is 
to see that her daughters keep themselves 
youthfully attractive.  My favorite scene is the 
prayer before the meal, which goes on and on as 
side comments and various interruptions occur.
Sweet Charity.  Everything Bob Fosse touched had 
a reality to it that thumbs its nose at sentimentality 
and his creative genius with dance keeps you on the 
edge of your seat in absolute delight (in this film, 
The Rich Man’s Frug).  I love the guy!  And Shirley 
MacClain!  Oh my!  Her clownishness lets you take 
her skill for granted.   Add the great songs and this 
1969 film holds up amazingly well to current 
standards. 
Bliss.  I’m not sure how they came up with this title 
for a story about Meryem, a teenage rape victim in 
eastern Anatolia.  Her stepmother gives her a rope 
with which to hang herself for bringing dishonor to 
her family.  When she refuses, they assign a family 
member to kill her.  Clearly, misogynistic 
patriarchy is alive and well as ancient and modern 
culture collide in contemporary Turkey.  With a fine 
musical score and cinematography, the film follows 
Meryem’s awakening to her own autonomy and her 
cousin Cemal’s awakening to his unconscious 
sexism – a subtle bliss, I guess.
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After the Wedding.  I love this film, which makes 
me want to move to Denmark.  An aid worker, 
Jacob, reluctantly returns to his native Denmark 
from Mumbai, where he helps run an orphanage.  
The trip is to meet a potential donor who can save 
his financially-challenged project.  Billionaire Rolf 
Lassgard, asks Jacob to attend his daughter’s 
wedding where Jacob discovers that Rolf’s wife is 
an old acquaintance.  Then the situation gets 
complicated by further discoveries.  I love the 
honest open style of the Danes  – practical minded 
and not crazy-jealous-possessive.  The style is no 
doubt affected by the fact that the director, Susanne 
Bier, is a woman.
BBC’s Sherlock is the best TV around – a smart 
show about a brilliant man.  Each episode is based 
on one of Conan Doyle’s original stories about 
Sherlock Holmes updated with modern twists.   
Benedict Cumberbatch is perfect as Sherlock.  The 
trench coat and flapped cap look like they were 
made for him.  Where others see problems, his 
Holmes sees only puzzles that are fun to solve.  
Emotionally cold and Aspergerish, he is always at 
least one step ahead of everyone, and as a viewer 
you are always jumping to try to keep up.  And  
Martin Freeman is the perfect Watson, giving a 
moral compass to the brainy detective.   The show 
also has a sense of humor; so it is not only an 
exciting ride but a delightful one.  Three seasons 
are now available on DVD.  We recently saw 
Season Three.  Each of the three episodes is a 90-
minute stand-alone movie and even better than the 
first two seasons. 
Captain Phillips.  I saw news reports in 2009 of the 
cargo ship which was boarded by Somali pirates 
who took the captain hostage.  The event played 
out over five days until Navy Seal sharpshooters 
shot the captors in an amazing feat of timing.  I was 
surprised at how well this film depicted the event.  
It is an exciting thriller (even knowing the 
outcome), but mostly it humanizes the people, 
particularly the captain and the pirate lieutenant.  
The most important scene is the quiet and intimate 
closer in which the captain, and the audience, 
experience the significance of the whole encounter, 
aware that he, and we, are no longer the same 
people.  It is a “you can’t go home again” moment.
20 Feet from Stardom is a fine, much-deserved 
tribute to the under-sung (pun intended) 
background singers who make the stars up front 
sound great.  This documentary focuses mostly on 
a few black women who set the high standard for 
perfectly in-tune harmonies and amazing riffs.  
Now in their 60s and 70s they can still knock your 
socks off with skill that they learned singing gospel 

in church choirs where their fathers were preachers.  
The film is worth it for the music.  The singers’ 
stories are a bonus.
Nebraska has similarities to August: Osage County 
in its depiction of a culture by showing a family in 
its rawness.  It appears to be the story of Woody, a 
senile Korean War veteran who believes he’s won a 
million dollars from a sweepstakes letter most 
people toss in the trash.  Woody insists on 
collecting the money personally, and on foot – from 
Billings, Montana to Lincoln, Nebraska.  As we 
meet the rest of the family the focus shifts to his 
son, David, who tries to deal with his father’s 
confusion and decides to drive him to Nebraska.  
They stop by Woody’s old home town on the way, 
and David discovers more deeply who his father is 
when he meets Woody’s old business partner, an 
ex-girl friend, and interacts with old friends and 
extended family.  The folksy, no-nonsense, taciturn 
Midwesterners are perfectly portrayed in this black 
and white film, which ends with a just right touch 
of poignancy.
Saving Mr. Banks. I think this film did not deserve 
the snub it received during awards season.  Emma 
Thompson is excellent as P.L. Travers, author of the 
Mary Poppins books, who  struggles with giving 
permission to Walt Disney (played by Tom Hanks, 
also in good form) to make a movie of Poppins.  
The movie interweaves the story of the negotiations 
around the film and creating the script and songs 
with flashbacks to Travers’ personal history, on 
which Mary Poppins drew significantly.  Since the 
character, Mr. Banks, is based largely on her 
beloved father, Travers was concerned that he be 
portrayed positively.  I found the film to be 
touching and fun, with not the least of its pleasures 
being Paul Giamati as the chauffeur assigned to 
Travers and Colin Farrell as her father in the 
flashbacks.
The West is one of the remarkable Ken Burns’ 
productions, although this series was  created by 
Stephen Ives.  The series is eight 90-minute 
episodes, each of which left me in awe of the tragic 
history of this nation.  I knew many basic details of 
the history – the Gold Rush, building the 
transcontinental railroad, and cattle drives – but 
experiencing the personal stories with the amazing 
photos and voices from the past evokes poignance 
and irony that do not go away.  And sadness.  I 
grieved again the tragedy of the blacks and the 
natives, plus the Hispanics and the Chinese, and 
newly grieved the loss of the buffalo, experiencing 
as never before the nobility of this animal.  But the 
major feel of the series is wonder.  My word, what a 
wonder this place on earth!  And what a story its 

July 2014                                                                                                                                 Realistic Living • 11                                                                                                                                         

ART ON THE HUMANNESS SCALE



inhabitants have created!
   

The Wolf of Wall Street.  This story of a sleazy 
stock broker is a natural followup to the insanity of 
the Gold Rush, of slavery, and the slaughter of 
Native Americans and the buffalo.   It is all one 
insanity.  I expected not to like this film at all.  It 
certainly filled me with disgust, but it was 
surprisingly engrossing to observe these men (for 
three hours, no less)  who were addicted to money, 
drugs, sex, and their own sense of invulnerability.  
Like little boys, they really “got off” on an anarchic 
style of disrespect for all except money.  Based on 
the memoir of Jordan Belfort, the film is evidently 
not exaggerated.  I missed some sense of 
redemption somewhere, but it appears that none 
took nor has taken place.  Belfort spent some time 
in jail but now makes as much as $30,000 an 
evening as a motivational speaker.  I guess the 
reason we have not put more legal limits on men 
like Belfort is because John Steinbeck was right 
when he said, "Socialism never took root in 
America, because the poor see themselves not as an 
exploited proletariat but as temporarily 
embarrassed millionaires.”  God help us! 

a review by Alan Richard
X-Men: Days of Future Past.  This summer 

superhero blockbuster touched me deeply twice. 
The first time, screenwriter Simon Kinberg and 
director Bryan Singer clearly intended it to do so. 
The second time, they clearly didn't.

In the film, Professor Charles Xavier (James 
McAvoy), a mutant with empathetic powers that 
enable him to “hear” the thoughts and feelings of 
others, is being asked to prevent a dark possible 
future, where the world is consumed by a never-
ending war between “normal” human beings and 
“mutants,” whose special powers are inseparable 
from their inability to fit in with the expectations of 
normal human beings. The last remaining mutants 
have sent the consciousness of Wolverine (Hugh 
Jackman), a mutant much acquainted with grief, 
back to 1973 to inhabit his younger body in order 
to warn Xavier about the decisions that will put the 
world on this path. To prevent these decisions, 
Xavier must use Cerebro, a machine that amplifies 
his empathic power, allowing him to clearly sense 
all other mutants in the world.

Xavier has a nonviolent approach to fighting the 
oppression of mutants. In 1973, this approach has 
failed. His School for Gifted Youngsters, created 
for the young people whose strangeness had 
caused them to be rejected by peers and family, has 
been emptied. Many of the students have been 
drafted to serve in Vietnam. Others have embarked 
on a terrorist campaign at odds with Xavier's plans. 

Xavier himself has been shot in the back by a CIA 
agent, and can achieve temporary use of his legs 
only by taking a drug that also neutralizes his 
empathic powers. The drug has become his refuge. 
He has abandoned his mission. He drinks himself 
to oblivion in the shambles of the school, his 
expectations crushed, replaced by a cynical 
fatalism.

Near the midpoint of the film, Wolverine uses 
his own story to persuade Xavier to use the Cerebro 
amplifier again. When the machine turns on, Xavier 
immediately senses the intense suffering that other 
mutants are experiencing. He collapses in grief. But 
then, Xavier has a dialogue with his future self 
(Patrick Stewart).  (The manner in which this 
dialogue occurs is not relevant. It's the dialogue 
itself that counts.) He tells the older Xavier, “I'm not 
the man I was. I open my mind and it almost 
overwhelms me.” The older Xavier replies, “You're 
afraid.” “In all those voices,” the younger Xavier 
says, “So much pain.” “It's not their pain you're 
afraid of,” says the older Xavier. “It's yours. And 
frightening as it can be, facing their pain will make 
you stronger if you allow yourself to feel it. 
Embrace it. It will make you more powerful than 
you ever imagined. It's the greatest gift we have 
that we can bear pain without breaking, and it's 
born of the most human power: hope. Charles, we 
need you to hope again.” This exchange said 
something to me about my fear of facing the 
suffering going on all around me, about the stories I 
tell myself and the distractions in which I indulge to 
avoid facing that suffering, and about the way that 
this fear and these evasions separate me from my 
“most human power.” It was the first time the film 
touched me deeply.  I thank Kinberg and Singer for 
the deft way they did this.

At the end of the film, the past that led to the 
war between the humans and the mutants has been 
erased. Wolverine awakens in a future that his 
mission has successfully altered. In fact, that future 
has been so thoroughly altered that the suffering 
Wolverine himself experienced in previous films in 
the series, including the deaths of his friends and 
his lover and his own painful employment in Major 
William Stryker's anti-mutant task force. His friends 
who have died are now alive and walking about the 
school. His lover Jean Grey is alive and greets him 
at the door of Charles Xavier's office.  Smiles all 
around.

I felt let down, and by letting me down, the 
movie touched me deeply for the second time. First, 
as Kinberg and Singer had established earlier in the 
film, it is precisely because Wolverine has known 
such tremendous suffering, precisely because he is 
not taken in by false expectations or consoling 
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words, precisely because he is not a “superhero,” 
that he is able to lead the younger Charles Xavier 
to his dialogue with himself, and his resulting 
decision for hope over despair. Second, now that 
everything is back the way it was before there was 
any trouble, Wolverine is one more comic book 
character offering us a world other than the one we 
live in, a world where everything always turns out 
OK and where there is no real loss, only temporary 
setbacks. He is no longer flawed, has no more dark 
edges. Without the experience of suffering, 
Wolverine is no longer interesting, no longer 
engaging. It isn't just that this Wolverine couldn't 
lead Charles Xavier out of despair. This Wolverine 
couldn't address me either. He is like a gnostic 
Jesus who doesn't really suffer and die on the cross, 
who only appears to be suffering but who, fully 
assured that in three days it will be as if none of 
this ever happened, can't tell us anything about our 
own suffering and death.  

In a suffering world, we all want to escape 
suffering. If we succeed in our quest to avoid 
sharing in the world's suffering, we might be 
healthier and we might live longer. We might be 
nicer people. But we will also be shallow and blind. 
If I could erase the past and bring back the literally 
hundreds of people in my life who were killed by 
the greed and indifference that fueled the AIDS 
crisis of the 1980s, perhaps I would do it. If I could 
erase the beatings I experienced during that period 
from both homophobic civilians and police, or the 
nights spent in jail as a result of police harassment, 
I probably would do that as well. But if I did, I 
would also erase the experiences that opened my 
heart to the much more immense suffering that 
most of the world's population experiences every 
day, the experiences that have made that suffering 
more for me than an abstraction, that have 
prompted me to refuse the consoling stories and 
distractions that feed indifference.  A non-suffering 
being with superpowers might be able to save the 
world from the latest bully, but such a being 
couldn't possibly bring me back to my authentic 
humanness. Only a suffering, vulnerable being can 
do that. So in a way, I am grateful to Kinberg and 
Singer for this fanciful ending as well, even though 
I would have preferred another ending. 

RECOMMENDED READING
       reviews by Joyce Marshall

Fosse
Houghton Mifflin, 2013
by Sam Wasson
I grew up enthralled with movie musicals in the 
1940s and 50s.  Fred Astaire, Ginger Rogers, Gene 

Kelly, and particularly Ann Miller were my idols, 
and I started tap-dance lessons when I was five.  I 
didn’t pursue dance beyond high school but 
remained appreciative of all forms of dance.  I had 
not heard of Bob Fosse until I saw  the musical 
Pippin on Broadway in 1972.   I loved the movie 
Cabaret that year, and in 1979 I was enthralled with 
All That Jazz.   As I read this book, I watched Fosse 
and his dances on You Tube and rented all the old 
films with his choreography or direction that I had 
missed:  Damn Yankees,  The Pajama Game, Sweet 
Charity, Kiss Me Kate. During the years when I was 
raising a family, rental videos did not exist.    

I have a habit of reading the acknowledgments 
before I begin a book.  Reading Wasson’s 
acknowledgments was an experience of “You had 
me at ‘Hello.’”   The piece is passionate and 
inspiring, and his list of sources is a veritable who’s 
who of stage and screen.  This masterful biography 
reads like the best of novels.  The book is not only 
Fosse’s amazing story, full of tragedy and triumph, 
but a rich history of the musical on stage and 
screen.  Most of all, it is a love story.  Wasson loves 
his subject; Fosse loved his work, many women, 
and friends; and most everyone loved Fosse and 
delighted in his amazing creativity - including me.  
I was sorry Fosse’s life ended at age 60 and that the 
book ended at page 600. 

The Journal of Joyce Carol Oates
1973-1982
HarperCollins, 2007
Reading others’ journals, diaries, and letters is a 
kind of guilty pleasure, I suppose.  As an inveterate 
journal keeper, I compare myself, with strong 
judgment, to Oates’ efforts.  At the same time, I find 
many similarities of thought and habit that make 
her book a nurturing read.  She describes better and 
in fine detail what we both experience in our 
amateur playing of the piano:  great delight!  She in 
Chopin, I in Bach.  And we share delight in reading 
fine fiction, in one case even for the same book:  
Dickens’ Our Mutual Friend.  We agree that being 
famous is a pain, although she has had to endure it 
and I have not.  I find her experience of working on 
her novels interesting, though I haven’t found 
myself drawn to read them yet.  (I do have them 
sitting on my “to read” shelf.)  Mostly, the gift of 
Oates’ journal is her honesty with herself and with 
the reader.

INTIMATE RELATIONSHIPS
Intimacy and Desire
Awaken the Passion in Your Relationship
by Dr. David Schnarch
Beaufort Books, 2011

July 2014                                                                                                                                 Realistic Living • 13                                                                                                                                         

RECOMMENDED READING



In this book on psychology in relationships the 
author brings theory down to earth with 
transcriptions from his sessions with intimate 
partners.   He says that after a few years a couple 
“uses up” the easy things they share that make 
them intimate and hidden things which occasion 
the experience of “emotional gridlock” come to the 
surface.  He sees this as a creative, though not an 
easy, moment.   He claims that intimacy requires 
four points of balance.   It requires each person to:  
(1) grow into an adult who does not depend on 
others for validation, (2) soothe oneself, (3) avoid 
getting ticked off when the partner has already 
“lost it,” and (4) confront oneself and suffer the 
pain of growth.   Schnarch’s experience in his own 
relationship and with clients is that doing this 
work also begins to rekindle sexual desire in the 
relationship, because being real is a turn-on.

This is not your usual couple therapy in which 
you learn to accommodate and compromise.  
Schnarch is tough (as my friend who read his 
books said to me, “no quarter given”) but 
respectful to his clients, and most hang in with him 
and appreciate his ability to be onto them and 
facilitate their open honesty with themselves and 
their partner – the result being the deep connection 
most of us seek.

Schnarch suggests simple awareness exercises 
for couples to encourage building alliance.  They 
are something like meditating as a couple instead 
of alone.   He sees this work as expanding the 
evolutionary process – a worthy challenge.

Perfectly Normal
Living and Loving with Low Libido
by Sandra Pertot, Ph.D
Rodale, 2005
Although I appreciate Schnarch’s insights, I find 
Pertot’s book more useful to me, partly because she 
is addressing women.  In fact, she is critical of 
Schnarch’s  promise of “wall-socket” sex.  She 
notes that women can sometimes have good 
orgasms, but then say, “So what?”  There are other 
feelings that are more important to them.  Her 
focus is on relationship sex – on “emotional contact 
through the physical senses.”  She begins from the 
premise that your sexual needs are not your 
partner’s responsibility and that sex is not a right 
in a relationship.  Therefore, it behooves each 
person to develop emotional closeness that flows 
into whatever form of “lovemaking” is appropriate 
and unique to each couple.

If the Buddha Married
Creating Enduring Relationships on a Spiritual Path
by Charlotte Kasl, Ph.D.
Penguin Books, 2001

In her introduction, Kasl says that this book “does 
not focus on superficial Band-Aids for relationships 
– to be nicer, more mysterious, to give more 
compliments – or other recipes for behavior that 
create a false persona.  Rather, it helps people reach 
deep inside so they are aware of whatever hinders 
them from being open, accepting, and loving 
toward their partner in a heartfelt way.”   Her 
approach is practical, with suggestions regarding 
keeping agreements, holding loosely the “stories”  
you tell yourself about your partner, 
communication (how to listen, how to speak), 
conflict, and making love.

COMMUNICATION
The Joy of Conflict Resolution
by Gary Harper
New Society Publishers, 2004
Harper explores how people in conflict 
unconsciously adopt three roles:  Victim, Hero, and 
Villain.  He encourages self-awareness in playing 
these roles.  He notes that the roles shift as a conflict 
rolls along.  To eliminate Villain, you must give up 
the Victim role and ask directly .  The Hero must let 
go of being right.  The Villain must let go of 
attacking, even in self-defense.  Harper sees conflict 
as unmet needs.  He encourages us to notice our 
assumptions and to move from judgment to 
curiosity.  He devotes a chapter to defensiveness, 
noting that what underlies our defensiveness is an 
“unbearable idea.”  One chapter is titled, “Standing 
Up for Ourselves (Without Knocking the Other 
Person Down).”  He points out in this chapter that it 
isn’t useful to take the position that “I’m okay.  
They need professional help.”
Here are some of Harper’s tips for being a Warrior 
of the Heart and for exploring outside the triangle 
of Victim, Hero, Villain.
1. Observe yourself.
2. Clean up your own stuff.
3. Notice the defensive impulse (yours).
4. When triggered, ask, “What do I fear?”
5. Note emotional signals and ask yourself,
   “What’s going on here?”  Ask the other.  Don’t 
    assume you know.
6. Rather than react to personal attacks, get curious.
7. Conflict is messy.  It has to be.  Otherwise,
    everything won’t come out.
8. Keep a sense of humor.

Humble Inquiry
The Gentle Art of Asking Instead of Telling
by Edgar H. Schein
Berrett-Koehler, 2013
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Schein is addressing the fact that we are a do-and-
tell culture that values task accomplishment more 
than relationship building.  He would have us 
notice when talk is competitive, or when telling 
trumps asking, and he suggests that if we are 
always telling, we aren’t getting enough 
information.   None of us likes to be told something 
we already know.  Humble Inquiry is the art of 
drawing someone out by asking questions to which 
you don’t know the answers, building a 
relationship based on curiosity and interest in the 
other person.  All of us need to become better at 
asking and to do less telling.  Telling tends to put 
the other down and is offensive.  Asking is 
vulnerable, empowers the other, and builds 
relationship.  It involves a certain kind of humility.  

Schein gives examples of how to practice 
Humble Inquiry in personal relationships and in 
the workplace. He also invites you to reflect on 
your own conversations and note when you have 
unconsciously “pulled rank” on another by your 
style of telling.  I find Humble Inquiry a very 
important concept and practice.

Everything is Workable
A Zen Approach to Conflict Resolution
by Diane Musho Hamilton
Shambhala, 2013
Hamilton sees conflict as good news which can 
disrupt habitual patterns, invigorate us and bring 
new learning.   Read this book and note which of 
three conflict styles you tend toward: aggression, 
avoidance or accommodating.  In summary, if you 
are aggressive you can take up the practice of 
listening; if avoiding you can try to stay present; if 
you accommodate, you can risk expressing your 
opinion. 

One of the highlights is Hamilton’s treatment 
of the three fundamental perspectives: I, You and 
It.  She points out the importance of having your 
own perspective with the capacity to make your 
requests known and setting boundaries by saying, 
“No.”  Then she makes it clear that being able to 
see from another’s perspective is not at all passive 
but a strength that involves the art of listening and 
taking in the other person without necessarily 
agreeing with them on everything.  The It 
perspective includes the broad implications from 
the past and future with a sense of neutrality.   
Hamilton notes that anyone who can view from all 
three perspectives has emotional maturity, 
fearlessness, and insight.  Such a person is a great 
gift.   

CommunicateForever
Interpersonal Communication Skills
for Creating Emotional Intelligence
by Wade Whitmer
Eduperior, 2012
My copy of this workbook was a gift from a friend 
who took and later facilitated the course based on 
it.  The only place it appears to be for sale is at the 
web site, www.CommunicateForever.org.  Whitmer 
pulled together, from his own study of 
communication skills, this excellent list of 40 skills.  
The format is two pages on each. The skill is named 
and then a sentence demonstrates it.  Then it is 
defined, examples of dialogs are given, discussion 
questions listed, and a work space given for you to 
explore your own need for the skill and to try out 
dialogs with people in your life.  I highly 
recommend the book, and my friend recommends 
the course (information on the web site).

RELATING TO YOURSELF

To Thine Own Self Be True
The Relationship Between Spiritual Values
and Emotional  Health
by Lewis M. Andrews, Ph.D.
Doubleday, 1987, 1989
I reread this book recently and found it still wise 
and useful.  Andrews wrote it from his feeling of 
tension with the approach of “value-free” 
psychology in his profession at that time and from 
an encounter with his therapist when he was in 
graduate school.  Andrews was making a case for a 
little white lie when the therapist made it clear what 
even the smallest deceit does to a person.  He 
eventually decided on an ethical approach to 
therapy, seeing the two as inseparable.  In this book 
he takes ten emotional problems and notes the 
cause and cure of each.  Sometimes simplistic, I 
found it nevertheless illuminating.  For instance, he 
sees a sense of worthlessness as stemming from 
perfectionism.  The person needs to note that 
machines are perfect and artists are excellent and to 
side with intuition over perfection.  One hampered 
by loneliness is caught in role-playing and pretense 
and needs to risk revealing some personal problem 
or thought to a friend.  He also explores guilt, 
depression, boredom, indecision, fear, frustration, 
anxiety and addiction.  Andrews warns against 
triangulation in families (talking to one family 
member about another rather than directly to the 
person).  He also notes that in helping others there 
is nothing worse than “preaching at” someone. 
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Awakening Intuition
by Frances E. Vaughan
Anchor Books, 1979
Andrews (review above) highly recommends this 
book and the importance of intuitive thinking in 
psychological healing.  Vaughan emphasizs the 
need for balance of the rational and intuitive 
functions.  It seems to me that we could still benefit 
from her exercises to strengthen our intuitive 
“muscles.”   She notes that meditation is the most 
powerful means of increasing intuition.  She quotes 
Joseph Goldstein (one of my meditation teachers): 
”Intuitions come out of the silent mind; 
imagination is conceptual.  There’s a vast 
difference.  That’s why the development of insight 
does not come from thinking about things, it comes 
from the development of a silence of mind in 
which a clear vision, a clear seeing, can happen.” 

Vaughan notes how philosophers have 
discussed intuition and then lists four levels of 
intuitive awareness. 1) The Physical level is a body 
sense regarding danger or your personal needs.  2) 
The Emotional level involves a sensitivity to other’s 
“vibes.”  3) The Mental level often comes in the 
form of images.  Scientists tell of new discoveries 
coming intuitively.  4) Spiritual intuition is the kind 
of experience Julian of Norwich describes in her 
visions of Jesus on the cross.  Vaughan quotes Ken 
Wilbur in saying that if we are to know Reality, we 
have to move to intuitive knowledge.  Her final 
chapter, The Wisdom of Intuition, moves into the 
kind of egoless awareness that she suggests as a 
way of beginning to confront your own death and 
releases you from the “curse of pathology.”

EDUCATION

Theory As A Prayerful Act
by James B. Macdonald
Peter Lang, 1995
I love the title of this book.  God knows we need a 
prayerful approach to education.  James B. 
Macdonald’s son, Bradley, put together this 
collection of his late father’s most important essays, 
which still seem to me to be ahead of what is going 
on in education.  He saw most of our schooling – 
with its reporting, grading, testing, authoritarian 
relationships, and the prizing of docility, 
punctuality, and attendance – as serving the 
military-industrial complex.  Rather than degree 
factories, credential providers or certifiers, he saw 
the purpose of schools as centering the person in 
the world.  He saw that this centering in no way 
conflicts with accumulating knowledge but merely 
places that knowledge in a base of being of inner 
strength and power. Education of this sort requires 

teachers who are centered in their beings and who 
can relate to the student in a more aesthetic, 
intuitive, and spontaneous manner rather than a 
planning, manipulating, and calculating one.  
Macdonald criticizes the mindlessness of our 
schools in not acknowledging (noticing?) the 
behaviorist values which are embodied in the way 
we do schooling and which alienate people from 
one another and from their own potential as human 
beings.  In his words, “Thus, we study justice in an 
activity context characterized by injustice.  As, for 
example, our knowledge of the tradition of justice 
grows, our ability to act justly decreases through 
the implicit meaning structures of the learning 
activities.”  He goes on:  “The exercise of unequal 
power, the use of praise and blame in group 
settings, and the general judgmental aura of the 
school activity clearly communicate that the 
personal meanings of the person are not legitimate 
for common sharing with others.”   

Finally, he claims that most likely an 
overemphasis upon rationalism has created the 
present situation in our intellectual lives – leaving 
out gut sensations, feelings, impulses to act – and 
resulting in prediction and control.  He quotes 
Phillip Slater:  “Rational thought is the most 
frightened form of thinking.  Rationality is painting 
by the numbers.”  Macdonald suggests that it is 
time to “reaffirm the legitimacy of contemplative 
curriculum theory.  In Heidegger’s terms, let us 
accept meditative thinking on an equal footing with 
calculative thinking.”

Teaching For Social Justice
Edited by William Ayers, Jean Ann Hunt 
& Therese Quinn
The New Press,1998
This is an inspiring collection of stories from 46 
teachers who have taken Macdonald’s theories to 
heart and tell us how they work out in practice.  
They believe that everyone affected by a  decision 
ought to have a part in making the decision.  And 
yes, that means students.  In Ayers’ Foreword he 
says, “The fundamental message of the teacher for 
social justice is: You can change the world.”  Some 
of the stories recounted here are of programs with 
parents, empowering them personally and in 
changing the situation in the community and the 
schools.  They used the insight of the Caribbean 
revolutionary C.L.R. James, who thought the artistic 
expressions of ordinary people contain truths 
essential for social change.  Examples of curriculum 
themes for a school in New York City:  Sixth Grade: 
Autobiographical Projects – how they came here 
through personal and family history; Seventh 
Grade: Community Mapping – linking their skills to 

16 • Realistic Living                                                                                                                                 July  2014

RECOMMENDED READING



the lives of their communities; Eighth Grade: 
Historical Analysis of the Community; Ninth 
Grade: Community Economic Development in the 
Global Context; Tenth Grade: Urban Planning and 
Infrastructure Management – education, health, 
criminal justice, public administration, social 
services, political economy of New York City; 
Eleventh Grade: Social Movements, Culture, and 
Urban Arts; Seniors: weekly seminars with guest 
speakers from corporate, small business, non-profit 
and government, and production of a senior 
project on a New York City issue.

The Resilient Self
How Survivors of Troubled Families 
Rise Above Adversity
by Steven J. Wolin, M.D., and Sybil Wolin, Ph.D.
Villard, 1993
The Wolins have focused their work specifically on 
children of troubled families and on their 
strengths, creating a mandala of seven qualities or 
resiliencies to notice in oneself and build on.  They 
call it the Challenge Model as opposed to the 
Damage Model.  The qualities are:  Insight, 
Independence, Relationships, Initiative, Creativity, 
Humor, and Morality.  My friend, Pat Webb, in 
Oklahoma City, has used this model  with good 
resuts with homeless youth.

SPIRIT

The Heart Aroused
Poetry and the Preservation of the 
Soul in Corporate America
Doubleday, 1994
Crossing the Unknown Sea
Work as a Pilgrimage of Identity
Riverhead Books, 2001
both by David Whyte
David Whyte is a poet.  These two books are prose 
but everything Whyte does is poetical.  You can 
see/hear him on You Tube.  What a treat!  The gift 
of these books is that you can pick them up for a 
moment any time for his combination of lyrical 
language and deep wisdom.  He reluctantly began 
speaking to groups in the corporate world, but 
what he says to that world as summarized in these 
two books is appropriate to us all  – how to 
preserve your soul.  His spins (I think that word 
best defines his chapters) go from story to myth to 
poetry and back to story, leaving you in awe, his 
personal revelations initiating your own.  His 
topics include exploring your ancestry, discovering 
your vocation, knowing your fear, and finding 
your way to leadership, all of which involve being 
“faithful to our own eccentric nature and bringing 

it out in conversation with the world.”  His criticism 
of the corporate world is that it “has too little 
poetry, too little humanity, and too little good 
business sense for the world that lies before us.”  
He see us replacing the word “manager”  with 
“artist.”  Manager “conjures images of domination, 
command, and ultimate control, and the taming of a 
potentially wild energy.”  Whereas the artist’s 
sensibility “understands that our place in this world 
can never be measured by the Dow Jones, that our 
ultimate arrival on our deathbed entitles us to other 
perspectives than mere fiscal success or the size of 
our retirement account.”  Well, I can’t do him 
justice here.  Just read and listen for yourself.

Active Hope
How to Face the Mess We’re in without Going Crazy
by Joanna Macy & Chris Johnstone
New World LIbrary, 2012
Ever since 1982, when I read Fate of the Earth by the 
fine writer, Jonathan Schell, who, I’m sorry to say, 
died this year, my awareness of mortality has been 
heightened – not my personal mortality but the 
possibility of the extinction of humanity itself.  
Schell was addressing the possibility of nuclear 
holocaust.  Now we face more prominently our 
destruction of the planet’s ecosystems that make 
human and most other life untenable.  Macy and 
Johnstone talk of this as the Great Unraveling, the 
awareness of where Business As Usual is taking us.  
Their active hope is based in what they call the 
Great Turning.  Here is the beginning of their poem 
about it.
Active Hope is not wishful thinking.
Active Hope is not waiting to be rescued
by the Lone Ranger or by some savior.
Active Hope is waking up to the beauty of life
on whose behalf we can act.

Key is the acknowledgment that we don’t know 
how things will turn out.  But we can make a choice 
about what we’d like to have happen and put 
ourselves fully behind that possibility.  (Think Lord 
of the Rings.)  They hold up three types of activism:  
1. holding actions (protecting what is left), 2. life-
sustaining systems and practices (replacing the 
Business as Usual destruction), and 3. a shift in 
consciousness (that broadens our perspective to 
include connection to one another and the planet).  
This involves becoming clear what a good life is for 
you, what draws forth your deep aliveness.  Then 
redefine success.  Making a step in the direction you 
want to go is success.  And make friends with 
uncertainty.  We can never know the outcome.  But 
one thing we are certain of.  We will die.  Let us die 
creating a possible wholesome future for all.
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Polishing the Mirror
How to Live From Your Spiritual Heart
by Ram Dass
Sounds True, 2013
One of my favorite quotes from this book is one 
that discourages spiritual practice –  unless you are 
really hungry for it.  Do it only if you want to.  If 
you don’t, don’t.  Then if you do want to, be honest 
with yourself about where you are in your life. 
Learn and listen to how it is with you, noticing 
when your heart closes down and when it is open.  
Ram Dass says that the optimum thing you can do 
to help someone else is to work on yourself.  Use 
whatever situations come up with others to work 
on yourself.  See where you get stuck, where you 
judge, where you build a case against someone, 
and all the other stuff.  He says the best way to get 
through your stuff is to listen to that still place 
inside, your intuitive heart, the still, small voice 
within.  Post-stroke Ram Dass is still learning from 
whatever experience brings to him and is sharing 
his wisdom.

The Hidden Lamp
Stories from Twenty-Five Centuries of Awakened 
Women
edited by Florence Caplow and Susan Moon
Wisdom Publications, 2013
Christianity is not the only patriarchal religious 
tradition.  Some Buddhists are attempting to 
recover the gifts of the wise women of their 
tradition.  This book is a collection of 100 ancient 
and modern stories with comments from as many 
Buddhist women.  I enjoyed reading one a day for 
100 days, letting the wisdom sink in.  An example 
is Joan Sutherland’s reflection on an ancient story 
which raises the question, “what is helping?”   The 
young woman in the story  sees her father fall.  She 
runs to him and throws herself down as well.  
Sutherland notes that the woman’s action in the 
story obliterates the idea that there is a helper and 
a helped.  She says that compassion helps liberate 
the intimacy inherent in any situation.  “Usually 
the most intimate response to another’s difficulty 
begins with the willingness not to flee.  Fleeing can 
take the form of abandoning the situation, and it 
can also mean escaping into ‘helping,’ into a whole 
constellation of ideas about what ought to happen.  
Intimacy is being willing to stay and accompany 
and listen, to be vulnerable and surprised and 
flexible.  It’s a willingness to fall with someone else 
and see what becomes possible when we do.”

The Deepest Acceptance
Radical Awakening in Ordinary Life
Sounds True, 2012

Falling in Love with Where You Are
A Year of Prose and Poetry on Radically
Opening Up to the Pain and Joy of Life
Non-Duality Press, 2013
both by Jeff Foster
These next three books are the ones that have most 
affected and most deeply nurtured me the past few 
months.  Foster says in the Acceptance book that he 
teaches one thing only:  “a deep and fearless 
acceptance of whatever comes your way,” which 
resonates with what I have learned from 
Christianity, Buddhism, Byron Katie, Radical 
Honesty, Presence Process and other teachings.  The 
strongest parts of this book are his expositions on 
being totally honest with an intimate and  on 
dealing with addiction.

His Falling in Love book is a collection of succinct 
jewels.  A page a day keeps you awake to your real 
life in wonder.  Examples of snippets:  

“Let life kick you off your pedestal time and 
time again, until you lose all interest in being on 
pedestals.”  

“Learn to love the mess of your life . . its 
unpredictability.   . . . stand in the wide open space 
in which joy and pain, ecstasy and agony, boredom 
and bliss, can arise and subside like waves in the 
ocean.”  

“Stress is the tension between ‘what is’ in this 
moment, and your image of how this moment 
should be.”     

“Speak your deepest truth, even if it means 
losing everything . . . A life of lies and half-truths, 
the burden of unspoken things, will eventually 
suffocate you and everyone around you.”

Love’s Quiet Revolution
The End of the Spiritual Search
by Scott Kiloby
Scott Kiloby, 2008
Kiloby challenges us spiritual searchers to notice 
that our endeavors toward awakening, or 
enlightenment, or perfection, or sainthood, 
originate from the same source as a Wall Street 
stock broker seeking a life of wealth and power.  
That is, both have identity in the ego which doesn’t 
exist, in the dream world, in the thought world of 
the mind.  Whereas our true existence is the 
mysterious awareness that notices all our 
sensations, thoughts, emotions and is related to all.  
Reading Kiloby, I began to experience what my 
Buddhist teacher was talking about in the story 
about the Buddha saying to Mara, the tempter, “I 
see you, Mara,” and Mara went away, to come 
again another day.  All that is needed is to notice 
the mind lying to us.  Notice that we are not the 
mind and do not have to believe its stories, as we 
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notice when we ask Byron Katie’s four questions:  
Is it true?  Do I absolutely know it is true?  How do 
I feel when I believe that thought?  Who would I be 
without that thought?  Doing this work, I begin to 
sense what Jesus was experiencing when he said, “I 
and the Father are One.”   And what Julian of 
Norwich was experiencing when she said, “Our 
soul sits in God in true rest, and stands in God in 
sure strength, and our soul is naturally rooted in 
God in endless love.”  Kiloby’s advice: Start 
looking at thought rather than letting thought 
think you.  As he says:  “Thought, in and of itself, 
creates no problem. But when thought is not 
watched, not noticed, we are identifying with it.  
We believe virtually every bit of it.”  But when the 
mind is clear, “You realize your true nature as love.   
. . You do not need to do anything except notice 
that this love is already here.  Just realize you are it 
. . . this vast, quiet room called ‘love’.”

reviews by Gene Marshall
America’s Education Deficit and the War on Youth
by Henry A. Giroux
Monthly Review Press 2013
On the topic of social change in this decade, I have 
not found a better book.  It is consistent with our 
own From Empire to Eco-Democracy and adds 
intensification to it.  Giroux emphasizes education, 
which is also a primary focus of Realistic Living 
and of my own life.

“Democracies need informed citizens to make 
them work, and only survive amid a formative 
culture that produces individuals willing to think 
critically, imagine otherwise, and act responsibly.” 
(page 32)

In vivid prose Giroux audits the authoritarian, 
undemocratic, dumbing-down nature of our 
educational systems.  This book is full of fresh 
challenging facts and perspectives; it is so hot you 
may need pot-holders to hold it.  The book 
emphasizes our inadequate care of our youth and 
the tragedy of our next generation being destroyed 
by the “casino-capitalistic” nature of our 
educational classrooms and media.

“When all forms of social solidarity and civic 
values are abandoned to a free-market logic, the 

only thing left will be the obligations of consumer-
driven self-interest advanced against all other 
interests.  Once again, how else to explain the fate 
of generations of young people, especially poor 
white, brown, and black youth, who find 
themselves in a society ‘in which 500,000 young 
people are incarcerated, 2.5 million are arrested 
annually, and almost a third . . . have been arrested 
for a crime’ by the age of twenty-three?  What kind 
of society do we live in that allows 1.6 million kids 
to be homeless any given time of year?  What 
country allows massive inequalities to produce a 
politically and morally dysfunctional social order in 
which 45 percent of U.S. residents live in 
households that struggle to make ends meet 
[which] breaks down to 39 percent of all adults and 
55 percent of all children.” (page 97)

While this book illuminates our tragedies with 
vivid facts, it is primarily a book of hope:

“For the Occupy movement, there is a pressing 
need to get beyond the discourse of negation, to 
imagine another world, a future that is not simply a 
reproduction of the present.  Hope, in this instance, 
is the precondition for individual and social 
struggles that involve the ongoing practice of 
critical education  . . .  In this sense hope is a 
subversive force.” (page 152) 

Such hope is not an escape from realistic 
seriousness:  We are clearly in a cultural war that 
must be faced and won at all costs. 

“The alternative to pursuing a new democratic 
politics is to allow a national security state to grow 
unchecked, along with a species of authoritarianism 
that encourages profit-hungry monopolies, the 
ideology of faith-based certainties, the pursuit of 
ethno-racial purity, the militarization of everyday 
life, the destruction of civil liberties, the practice of 
torture, and the undermining of any vestige of 
critical education, responsible dissent, critical 
thought, and collective struggle.”  (pages 156-7)
Accidental Genius
Using Writing to Generate Your Best Ideas, Insight, and Content
Mark Levy
Berrett-Koehler 2010
This book can help you write, think, and solve 
difficult problems.  It shows us how to get out of 
current boxes of mind, and let our best intuitions 
come to the front.  Its methods include: free writing, 
getting a hundred ideas is better than one, and 
write the way you think.  Its detailed suggestions 
for writing and thinking have to be tried to be 
understood.  Writing, thinking, and solving difficult 
problems was already a big part of my life.  Now 
with Mark Levy’s special genius, I have two dozen 
more means of doing so.
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Check out our newly revised web site: RealisticLiving.org.

Also, check out our 
Facebook page: 

To continue on this mailing list, we 
request a yearly contribution of $20 or 
more (a tax-deductible donation 
within the United States).  

The  Utne Reader outlined these principles for the art of philanthropy:
• Support really good people who have a total commitment to doing good in the world and who are 
willing to put their asses on the line to do it.
• Seek out originality and imagination.
• Support unpopular truths.
• Fund players with a long view.
• Support people no one else is supporting.
• Support people whose work is their passion in life, not a day job.
• Fund those attacking root causes and trying to change the system.
• Trust what inspires you.
In terms of such principles, we are willing for you to evaluate our work for its appropriate place in your 
benevolent budget.   
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facebook.com/realisticliving.  

Make an arrangement with your bank to become a 
Supporting Member with $10 or more per month. More 
than ever Realistic Living needs a steady income to expand 
our work, our staff, and continue long-term.

OR


