
Setting a Trap To Be Caught By The Sacred

I want to begin talking with you today about two major matters - with a few minor 
ones stuck in along the way.

First, I want to deal with the matter of spiritual practice - why we do it, what it 
might consist of and where it can take us.

Second, I want to deal with just what we mean in the realm of the spiritual when 
we talk about the miraculous.

In structuring these talks to help contribute to our navigating the territory between 
the “no-longer” and the “not-yet” I’ve been guided, in part, by my on-going desire 
to provide information and knowledge to deal with the dangers of fundamentalism. 
Not just religious fundamentalism in general, through the dangers of that can be 
seen in many places throughout history and around the world today. But also 
Christian Fundamentalism in particular because it is, for many, the public face of 
Christianity today. One of the Christian “fundamentals” is about miracles. 
Specifically the teaching is that the miracles attributed to Jesus in the Jesus 
narratives are historical events that literally happened.

I have a cartoon in which someone is asking Jesus this question:

“Of all the miracles you’ve performed, raising the dead, walking on water, catering 
for thousands with only a few morsels, etc. Which one was the most difficult?”

Jesus replies: “Each had their own degree of difficulty. But they were a breeze 
compared to finding guys named James, John, Matthew, Andrew, Paul, Timothy, 
Thomas, and Stephen, in the Middle East.”

Before dealing with these stories told about Jesus specifically, which we will do in 
due time, I want to put on the table our ambivalence toward the miraculous. We say 
we want about transformation and generally think it is a good idea. We just don’t 
want it to be an inconvenience.



Perhaps the best know example of this ambivalence in theological circles was St. 
Augustine when, as a young man after reading the writings of Paul, wrote, “Lord, 
make me chaste (by which he meant sexually pure) but not yet.”

My hunch is that it is our fear of spiritual transformation that is likely one of the 
major reasons we are reluctant to have a profound spiritual practice.

Perhaps the most important spiritual, social and political question of our time is 
this: How can we avoid being captured by the very dysfunctional archetypes that 
seem to be running and ruining our world? The dysfunctional archetypes are - 
patriarchy, the belief of insufficiency, a failure to commit to grow and the belief in 
the effectiveness of violence.

The answers that I offered to that question last week were: by having two things - a 
spiritual practice and faith. That is what I want to amplify on today.

Though there is almost never any sort of guarantee about almost anything, it is 
fairly certain that there is no hope for growth in any area of life without practice.

Stepping into the world of Wisdom and Understanding, repealing dualism and 
replacing it with and embracing as a faith stance a non-dual way of being in the 
world, a way that embraces loving-kindness and compassion, is not something we 
think our way into. It takes practice.

If the story of separation is the sickness that ails us like a poison, part of the 
antidote is in embracing what Jesus referred to as the straight and narrow path. 
This takes practice.

There is no one map to follow in navigating the territory we are attempting to 
cover. There are, no doubt, many useful ones. If, however, one holds it that our 
primary purpose in doing spiritual practice, is to grow, there needs to be some 
model of growth that we can reference to see how we are doing.

The first model of “faith development” that I was exposed to was the one 
developed by James Flower. It was not the first developmental model I was 
exposed to. It was the first that focused on “faith development.”



I was fortunate enough to meet Jim, first in the late 60’s and then again in 1972 at 
Harvard where he was doing his research into what became his model of the six 
stages through which people move as their faith matures. I got to participate in that 
work.

All humans start at what he called a “primal or undifferentiated” stage. This is 
where, if we are lucky, we experience a more-or-less safe environment. If we are 
not lucky, we experience being hurt, neglected or abused in some way. The seeds 
of faith and spirituality are sown here.

Then comes the first stage of faith development. Fowler called it the “intuitive-
projective” stage. This occurs in pre-school age children where there is a need for 
concrete symbols and stories. Here our basic ideas about God are shaped through a 
mixture of fantasy and reality. These come from the authority figures in our live - 
usually our parents.

A little girl came home from her first experience with “big church.” She had many 
questions about it all. As her mother prepared some food for them to eat she 
peppered her with questions: Who is God? Where is God? An so forth. Her mother 
tried her best to answer these question. She assured her daughter that God was 
everywhere. “Is God in this room?” “Yes.” The girl eyed an empty glass sitting on 
the table. “Is God in that glass?” “Yes.” Slowly the little girl reached her hand 
down and clamped it onto the glass saying, “Ah ha, God. Gotcha!”

This is what many people want of their religion and their spiritual practice. They 
want to capture God. Indeed much of Christian Fundamentalism is about putting 
God into our story. Jesus was about getting people to put themselves into God’s 
story. There is a world of difference.

The next stage is the “mythic-literal” stage. This stage, found in pre-adolescent 
children, has a strong belief in the justice and reciprocity of the universe. God at 
this stage is anthropomorphic, usually male. Logic shapes our world at this stage 
and the stories that are told by faith communities are usually understood in very 
literal ways.



Fundamentalists remain at this stage throughout adulthood.

By the way, I’m sure there are Buddhist fundamentalists though I have never met 
one. The nationalist Buddhists in Myanmar are likely fundamentalists. A few 
weeks ago I referred to the story told about Buddha where, after his enlightenment, 
flowers sprung up everywhere he walked. Buddhists love telling that story. I’ve 
never met one who takes it literally.

The next stage is called the “synthetic-conventional” stage. This occurs during 
those adolescent years where we work so hard to fit in and be accepted by being 
unique and different. People at this stage have a hard time seeing outside of their 
box because they do not recognize that they are inside any box at all.

There is a quote from R. D. Laing that I just love because it is so relevant to this 
stage of development. He said, “The range of what we think and do is limited by 
what we fail to notice. And because we fail to notice that we fail to notice, there is 
little we can do to change, until we notice how failing to notice shapes our 
thoughts and deeds.”

A person at this stage of development usually adopts a belief system of some kind. 
Once comfortable within it, a person at this stage has a hard time seeing outside 
their box. Many people - Mainline Protestants, Committed Catholics in the 
religious arena - remain at this stage for the rest of their lives.

The next stage is called the “individuative-reflective stage. This is where people 
begin to take personal responsibility for what they believe, what they value, their 
systems of meanings. This usually occurs in early adulthood. Critical thinking 
skills begin to uncover the boxes we are in. Not only that, this is where we can 
begin to realize that not only is there an outside of the box but that there are also 
other boxes out there in which people are seemingly locked in.

I’ve shared this in here before: I remember vividly being in my first IPR, 
Interpersonal Relationship Group, when I began my clinical training. I knew that I 
was in the Christian tradition and the version of the Christian tradition I was in 
because my parents had been. It was given to me much like the English language 
had been given to me. I intellectually knew that there were other traditions, other 



languages. But, I was just lucky enough to have been born into the right one, the 
correct one.

As I got to know the other men who were in my training group, men who were 
from other faith traditions, even other religions, there were no women in my group, 
I began to learn that they felt the same way about their group as I did about mine. 
We couldn’t all be “right.”

It is at this point that people begin to do one of three things: they either fight about 
the correctness of their position, they either abandon it, or they move on. If they 
abandon it, what they abandon is their “stage three faith.”

The next stage is the “conjunctive” stage. It is very rare that anyone gets here 
before midlife. If you are not there, good news: there’s more to come. If you are 
there: keep moving.

It is at this stage that people begin to acknowledge the paradoxes of life and faith, 
particularly the religious, in contradistinction to the spiritual, aspect of faith. 
Religion becomes the subject of critical thinking. I don’t mean “criticism 
thinking.” But, the being open to and applying the latest and most up-to-date 
knowledge and information to our religious and spiritual work just as we want 
applied by our health care professionals to the medical care we want to receive.

It is at this stage that we begin to confront, if we are honest and open, that the 
dualist mind cannot deal with the mysteries of life - love, suffering, death. There 
are irresolvable paradoxes that “black and white” thinking simply cannot handle.

People at this stage begin to see life as a mystery. They abandon old theological 
and religious boxes and are open to exploring the depths of sacred stories and 
symbols across a variety of traditions.

Stage six is called “the universalizing” stage. This is enlightenment. It is very rare. 
This is where the saints live. These are the people who altruistically create zones of 
liberation for others. They value all life and living creatures. They lead with 
acceptance rather than judgment.



The really holy people I have known I like being with not because of who they are 
but because of who I know myself to be when I am in their presence. They never 
say “Look what I have done, what I have become.” Rather, they say in one way or 
another, “Look at what love has done to me.”

It was from Ken Wilbur’s work that I learned that you don’t put one stage behind 
you when you move to another. Each stage is essential for the next. You transcend 
and include. Further, you can’t get in an airplane and fly from stage one to stage 
six.

Some people stay stuck all of their lives at stage two or three. They are fiercely 
suspicious of any “new” information. Sometimes they are, apparently “blissfully,” 
unaware that there is new information or further states. Jesus, and other spiritual 
masters as well, call those who would hear into a much deeper and broader 
spiritual living than most of us experience.

So, some people reject the notion that they are in a box and that there is an outside 
of the box they are in. Others seem committed to moving from one stage to another 
as part of a life-long journey toward greater and deeper levels of peace, joy and 
love.

It is easy for people at stages four or five to be judgmental of people at stages two 
or three. Though I think when I’m being judgmental I’ve stepped out of a higher 
stage.

It is also easy for people at stages two or three to think that people at higher levels 
are wishy-washy, that we stand for nothing and have no firm convictions. We are 
not defenders of the faith.

Fowler’s system isn’t judgmental. It is descriptive. It simply acknowledges that 
there are stages and that we are all in different places along the way.

If we are liberated from the dualism that exists at earlier stages, we don’t have to 
try to convince Stage Three people of anything. Simply be who you are where you 
are on your spiritual journey. One mark of spiritual growth is giving up the tribal 
impulse of trying to prove you are right and others are wrong. Nor, do we give up 



on a commitment to follow Jesus into wisdom for fear that we might upset 
someone.

Our opportunity is to respond to the invitation into Wisdom so that we can find the 
restful liberation that is the gift of that journey.

Got it? The commitment, or call, is not to being right or wrong but being wise, 
useful and loving and working on our own transformation. That is a contribution 
we can make to our neighbor, our community, our church, our state, our nation, our 
globe.

Jim Fowler’s faith development work is just one of many models of personal and 
spiritual growth out there. During the years I’ve been exposed to the work of 
Richard Rohr, he has had at least four different models. The first one was called 
“The Cosmic Egg.”

I don’t know about you but I’m concerned about the amount and degree of 
divisiveness that exists at all levels in all arenas all over this world that belongs, 
not to us, but to God. My belief is that if each one of us can work at being more 
inclusive of all of who we are, we can contribute to a more inclusive atmosphere in 
the various places where we go on this planet.

(Here the image is shown of the “cosmic egg.”)

Notice that it begins with “my story.” We are living for the first time in history 
when people have been allowed to take their private lives and identities seriously. 
There is a wonderful opportunity for the individual here but also diminishment and 
fragility if that is all we have.

In this dome are all the things we think that make us special. It is precisely this that 
must be let go of in spiritual and psychological growth.

Many people now live their whole lives at this level. They are what they have done 
or what has been done to them. Here we search for meaning through power, 
prestige and position. Individuals do this. Groups do this.



The second dome of meaning is “our story.” Most of us are members of multiple 
groups. If a person does not have this level of meaning, they are autistic. This 
dome of meaning gives us our myths, our cultural heroes, our groups, our symbols, 
our flags, our special foods, our ethnicity and patriotism.

The loyalties at this level have driven most of human history up until now. People 
have given their lives for their group. And, aren’t we grateful? What if no one had 
stood up to Hitler and Nazi Germany? Much of religion is more of a “belonging 
system” than it is a search for intimacy with Sacred Mystery.

Then there is the dome that embraces the “patterns that are always true.”

This level assures and insures the other two. It holds them together in sacred 
meaning. Our world will be saved by those who can live at all three levels 
simultaneously. This level of living saves us from the illusions of “we” and the 
smallness of “me.”

Healthy spirituality honors and combines all three levels. The personal journey is 
the raw material. Communal identity is the school and training ground.

The goal of spiritual work is to be free from the tyranny of the “I am” and it 
idolatry of the “we are.”

Liberals tend to get trapped in the first dome of private meaning and educated 
explanations. One of my colleagues describes a liberal as a “progressive” who has 
stopped progressing.

Conservatives tend to get trapped in the second dome of group and tribal loyalties.

Both liberal and conservative thinking and commitments can be ways to avoid the 
great Mystery of Self and Other.

Doing the inner work that achieves meaning requires a daily spiritual practice, 
growth in the arena of personal responsibility and group courage.



The person who has a commitment to live within the total cosmic egg is on the 
path to being a mystic, a prophet, the universal man or woman, the saint, the whole 
one.

As I referred to earlier, dualistic religion is seen in the story of the little girl that 
caught God in a glass. Christian Fundamentalism, and much of conventional 
religion in our culture, even very “high church” liturgical religion, functions at this 
level. “We have the truth.” “My way is the right way.” “God is on our side.” 
“We’ve always done it this way.” And so forth.

For the dualist mind, spiritual practice is setting a trap for God. Sometimes when I 
will talk with people about their spiritual practice, they might say something like, 
“Well, I tried sitting meditation for a while but I didn’t get anything out of it.” You 
are not supposed to get something out of it. We are supposed to be gotten. We don’t 
capture. We work to be captured. I’m calling this talk, “Setting a Trap To Be 
Caught By the Sacred.”

By the way, we are supposed to get something out of it. I’ll modify that in a 
moment. And, next week.

My point now is that to move forward in spiritual development we have to take 
personal responsibility for creating our personal and collective futures.

The faith I was speaking of having last week is a faith that causes us consciously to 
step into the evolutionary flow so that we give evidence that we know that growing 
into our full human and spiritual potential cannot be separated from creating the 
conditions that make such evolution possible.

This involves a willingness to see that we have certain limited and deeply habitual 
ways of thinking and feeling and that we can be free from these the way anyone - 
from athletes to artists and musicians to engineers - learn new skills: through 
committed practice. This practice consists of many things.

Being here is part of your spiritual practice. This is the part where you “get 
something” - I hope. And, I would encourage you to make this “getting something” 
part of your regular work. There is a wealth of information out there that can 



contribute to progressive spirituality. I didn’t just say “liberal spirituality.” 
Progressive.

Here is what I’d like you to get today and we’ll elaborate on this next week: Life is 
a school for spiritual practice. It keeps delivering the same lessons again and again, 
in new forms, until we really learn them and move on to new lessons in an ever 
more refined relationship to life.

A miracle, the violation of the laws of physics, seems impossible from within the 
story of separation. It is impossible. It is beyond the understanding of the dualistic 
mind. If, however, we are willing to stand within the new story, if we were to have 
faith and act on the truth of wholeness, the “we story” of the Cosmic Egg 
perspective, we could work miracles.

A miracle is an invitation into a larger reality. This is what Jesus did. He invited 
people into a new a larger world. And, before the Roman Empire coopted the Jesus 
movement, peoples’ very lives were transformed by living in this world. They were 
joyful, loving, forgiving and attractive. That’s why the movement grew. Not 
because it was powerful in the ways of the world. But, because it produced new 
people.

Here is our situation as I see it, our cultural situation, our global situation. We are 
afraid of anything that disrupts our story of the world. Anything that challenges the 
rules of how we think the game is played. That is to say, we are afraid of miracles. 
Yet, we crave them at the same time.

Just notice the resistance the church, and the culture, and for much of history they 
have been the same, just notice the resistance the church and the culture have had 
to new stories. I mean, if the earth really rotates around the sun and is not the 
center of the universe, we’re going to have to change everything.

If it all started 13,8 billion years ago . . .

If God’s Sacred Word was in creation long before it was in the Bible . . .



How do people move out of a Fundamentalist perspective if they are committed to 
it? Not by direct assault, putting out evidence, showing logic. That only intensives 
fear and resistance. I scratch my head that really smart people believe that only 
those who have accepted Jesus are in God’s heart, or that there will be something 
like the rapture and eternal punishment for those who didn’t get into the program.

What I think has to happen is that we have to extend an invitation by the way we 
live to a larger world. We have to use love to heal the wound that is at the heart of 
the story of separation. Love delivers us from the illusion that the outcome of a 
situation is the truth about us.

One of the greatest storytellers I’ve ever encountered is Rachel Naomi Remen.

She is a doctor who is one of the earliest pioneers in the mind/body holistic health 
movement and was one of the first to recognize the role of the spirit in health and 
the recovery from illness.

She was asked to treat one of the angriest people she had ever met. The person was 
a star college athlete whose life had been a dream: a winning record, enormous 
recognition, fast cars, and many women. Then he developed a pain in his right leg. 
He was diagnosed with cancer and just two weeks later his right leg was 
amputated.

The surgery saved his life but ended his life as he knew it. He became depressed, 
very angry, and self-destructive. He dropped out of school, began abusing drugs 
and alcohol, alienated former friends, and barely managed to survive one car crash 
after another. His former coach had referred him to Rachel.

(This story is in her book “Kitchen Table Wisdom.”)

This is what she says: “Hoping to encourage him to show his feelings about 
himself, I gave him a drawing pad and asked him to draw a picture of his body. He 
drew a crude sketch of a vase, just an outline. Running through the center of it he 
drew a deep crack. He went over and over the crack with a black crayon, gritting 
his teeth and ripping the paper. He had tears in his eyes. They were tears of rage. It 
seemed to me that the drawing was a powerful statement of his pain and the finality 



of his loss. It was clear that this broken vase could never hold water, could never 
function as a vase again. It hurt to watch. After he left, I folded the picture up and 
saved it. It seemed too important to throw away.”

As he worked with Rachael, the young man began to heal. At first he had no 
interest in helping other patients and was filled with rage towards doctors and 
medical staff. However, over time he began to feel the first stirrings of concern for 
others suffering like himself. He began to visit young people on the surgical wards 
with problems like his own and was delighted to find that he could reach them in 
ways that others who had not suffered as he had could not. In time he began 
helping patients’ families and the surgeons began referring people to him. He was 
developing a kind of ministry, and as he did has anger faded.

“In our final meeting, we were reviewing the way he had come, the sticking points 
and the turning points. I opened his chart and found the picture of the broken vase 
that he had drawn two years before. Unfolding it, I asked him if he remembered the 
drawing he had made of his body. He took it in his hands and looked at it for some 
time. ‘You know,’ he said, ‘it’s really not finished.’ Surprised, I extended my basket 
of crayons toward him. Taking a yellow crayon, he began to draw lines radiating 
from the crack in the vase to the very edges of the paper. Thick yellow lines. I 
watched, puzzled. He was smiling. Finally he put his finger on the crack, looked at 
me, and said softly, ‘This is where the light comes through.’”

There is crack in everything God has made. How we deal with it is up to us. I 
believe and would like to persuade you to believe also that our work is in setting 
the trap so that we can be captured by the love that allows the miraculous to 
happen, that allows the light to shine through.

No matter where you go this week, no matter what happens, remember this: you 
carry precious cargo. So, watch your step.


