the public library I'd found Dickens and
Austen, then Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky; Virginia
Woolf. Now I read contemplatives and
mystics I found in Nada’s library: Thomas
Merton, Saint Teresa of Avila, Saint John
of the Cross, Evelyn Underhill, and Brother
Lawrence. One of the ancients said, “If you
wish to attain God, there are two things
you must know: The first is that all efforts
to attain God are of no avail. And the
second is that you must act as if you did

not know the first.” I believed that if

I made room in my life for a practice of
meditation, prayer, walking, reading,
listening in the silence, one day the spiritual
life would become real. As Plotinus

said back in the third century about the
experience of unity, “We ought not to
question whence [it comes}; there is no

whence, no coming or going in place; now
it is seen and now not seen. We must not
run after it, but fit ourselves for the vision
and then wait tranquilly for its appearance,
as the eye waits on the rising of the sun,
which in its own time appears above the
horizon...and gives itself to our sight.”
And so I listened in the silence and
heard my own breath, a bird, a whisper of
wind. I tried to remember to be grateful
and send up little prayers of thanks all the
day long, to look deeply at things, and to
see the sacred in the very day. Then one
afternoon it began to snow. I stood at my
window, and all of a sudden everything
slowed so that I could see flake behind
flake for miles as though in a freeze-frame,
but all of them moving ever so slowly,
distinct and separate, together falling. Snow.

Tt was just as the mystic Bede Griffiths
described these breakthrough moments,
“...aveil has been lifted and we see...
behind the facade the world has built
round us.... It is impossible to put...into
words; it is something beyond all words...
in the language of theology they are
moments of grace.”

I wept for the gift of it, for the sight of
a bunny darting by, a deer up on the hill
nibbling on a weed. When it came time to
leave Nada, I didn’t want to. But I'd been
told that the community was in no position
to consider a new member—of any stripe.
Their founder had been ousted and removed
from the priesthood a few years before.
The community was still reeling from it
and trying to reimagine itself, a task that
the nine mcmbers, [CONTINUED ON PAGE 341}

ALL TOGE THER NOW

A Harvard psychiatrist goes searching for the divine
spark in us all—and finds it firmly planted in the part of

the brain that's wired to make us care about each other:

eorge E. Vaillant,
MD, knows the bad
rap spirituality often

gets: “People either

confuse it with spir-
itualism —crystals and telepathy and
bending spoons from a distance, all
of which make many people un-
easy—or they think of it in terms of
contemplating one’s navel and being
very self-absorbed.” m Vaillant is a
psychiatrist, Harvard Medical School
professor, and the director of Har-

vard’s Study of Adult Development:
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not the likeliest candidate, on the face
of it, for the job of spiritual cheerleader.
But in his latest book, Spiritual Evolution:
A Scientific Defense of Faith, he attempts
to give spirituality new respectability
and—in light of antireligion books like
Richard Dawkins’s The God Delusion
and Sam Harris’s The End of Faith—
to find in religion something scientists,
academics, and even atheists can stand up
for. Vaillant’s premise is that spirituality
is simply the experience of positive
emotions: faith, hope, love, forgiveness,
gratitude, compassion, awe, and especially
joy—emotions for which humans are
hardwired, and “the very emotions that
are in the Psalms.”

His ideas are optimistic, unpredictable,
and engaging, as we discovered when we
asked him to tell us more....

“When people experience joy and awe and
love, they say there’s something incredible

going on inside them, and it must have
been put there by some higher being. In
the English language, ‘God’ is what we've
chosen to call these feelings. We say God
because it’s the best we know:

“We have to confabulate words, because
positive emotions occur in a part of the
brain that doesn’t have language attached
to it. It's not unlike Freud thinking that
what was important about early childhood
was food because people who were
deprived of their mothers lie on the couch
and talk about breasts and ice cream
sundaes. Later it became clear that what’s
important to an infant is eye contact and
being held; food was just the metaphor.

“If you pay attention to what spiritual
people spend their time doing—whether
it’s Saint Ignatius or the Buddha—you
see that what they’re doing is serving
other people. The important thing about
positive emotions is they’re not focused
on me, not focused on the individual.

“This is not about spirituality as some kind of
self-help. It's more like a barn raising.
Self-help is like tickling yourself. No one
since the beginning of time has been able
to tickle themselves or give themselves

a massage. If you want to feel good, get







