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 INTRODUCTION

My spiritual quest has, in its most significant features, mirrored the journeys of thousands of seekers in the West.  As a young man I disdained religion as I then understood it, only to become just as disillusioned by secular versions of wisdom and fulfillment.  By the late 1960’s, my dogged search for higher truth led to the mystical teachings of the East and, through them, to the esoteric branches of all traditions.  Like many seekers, I was amazed to find that what is called mysticism actually de-mystifies the experience of the sacred, and what is called esoteric is eminently practical.  After exploring widelyand sampling a number of offerings, I was drawn to Maharishi Mahesh Yogi’s Transcendental Meditation; for several years I taught meditation, led retreats, lectured and otherwise served the TM organization with zealous dedication.  My reasons for making this commitment were multifaceted, but a major one was the promise of “two hundred percent of life”—one hundred percent spiritual, one hundred percent worldly—which was made to seem like an easily attainable goal.  It turned out not to be so easy.

Eventually, I withdrew from that association and continued my search for the elusive 200% as a spiritual freelancer.  On my eclectic and independent path, I have wrestled incessantly with this fundamental question: how can one pursue the Divine with diligence while living fully in the material world?  Not just the material world, but our material world, with all its bewildering complexity, its incessant noise, its conflicting demands and other peculiar features that seem so incompatible with genuine spirituality.  

Along the way I learned that, regardless of the specifics of their individual journeys, all seekers struggle with the same basic issues. We all stumble into similar mysteries for which we have no ready answer, and we are all forced to make decisions for which we are unprepared. As inevitable as bad weather, these divine dilemmas sometimes crop up at the beginning of the road, sometimes once the expedition is well underway and the wonder and excitement begin to fade, and sometimes years or decades later, when we have been lulled into complacency by a period of contentment.

Some of the quandaries with which we grapple have been shared by seekers since the first moment a human being asked, “What am I doing here?  What’s it all about?”  Others are peculiar to our time and place.  This is partly because many of the practices and precepts that inform our paths come from traditions that have, for centuries, been geared to monastic life, or else were formulated in simple, homogeneous cultures vastly different from our own. In addition to being susceptible to distortions , these teachings are, in many respects, out of sync with a complex, pluralistic society that celebrates the individual and promotes the attainment of worldly desires. If the sages of antiquity were drawn to forests and deserts because their pre-industrial villages seemed unsuitable for tracking the Divine, what would they make of today’s chaos, sensory bombardment and almost infinite freedom of choice?  I recently heard about a group of people who were escorting a holy man on his first day in America.  When asked what he would like to eat, the monk looked at his hosts in utter befuddlement: the concept of choosing one’s meals from a cornucopia of possibilities was inconceivable to him. One shudders to think what might happen to his serenity if he has to choose a long-distance service.

Another source of today’s dilemmas is also one of our greatest assets: the staggering array of spiritual teachings that are available to everyone. While this is an unprecedented opportunity for richness, depth and the creation of individually tailored paths, it is also mind-boggling in its choices and complexities.  Authorities contradict each other, and sometimes themselves.  Concepts that once illumined your way now lead to cul de sacs of paradox and ambiguity. Yesterday’s incontestable truth becomes today’s confusion and tomorrow’s hogwash—and vice versa.  .  Where do you look for guidance?  Whom do you trust?  How do you make decisions? 

Adapting perennial wisdom to modern sensibility is, and probably always will be, a work in progress.  Meanwhile, those of us who heed the eternal call of the spirit can only shuffle toward enlightenment as best we can.  We muddle through, decoding one mystery after another, trying to render unto God and Caesar alike without offending either. To be sure, there are times when the road is so friction-free and bump-proof that there is nothing to struggle with, no issues to agonize over.  The ride is joyful, even blissful.  Inner and outer are of a piece and decisions are not so much made as glided into.  Then, almost inevitably, comes a bone-rattling pothole, a traffic jam, a detour, a murky twist in the road, a collision. You feel bogged down by doubt and confusion.  You don’t know which way to turn, or whether to exit completely.  That’s when you understand why the spiritual path has been called a razor’s edge, and why the sublime promises of sages and sacred texts are tempered with cautionary statements like this one from the Bhagavad Gita: "Hazardous and slow is the path to the Unrevealed, difficult for physical man to tread."  

This book was written to help spiritual seekers steer through the hazards on the sacred highway.  It is intended to fit into  backpack or glove compartment, so to speak, of everyone who takes spirituality seriously, whether he or she has been at it for thirty days or thirty years. My goal was to offer informed insight and sensible advice to ease the way along the path—any path, your path, whether it is mainstream or unconventional, whether you travel independently or within an established institution.  It is my hope and conviction that the book will help you become more savvy and self-aware, better prepared to make sound decisions.

The book is arranged in four sections, each organized around one of the major paradoxes that characterize the spiritual path.  This theme of grappling with contradictory directions follows through in the chapters within each section as well; each one addresses an important issue that seekers typically encounter in trying to grasp that slippery 200%.  The goal is to help you sort out conflicting ideas and come to conclusions that best serve your needs at every moment.  The chapter titles are phrased as road signs, so they can serve as handy aphorisms to remind you of essential points once their meaning has been absorbed.  If a chapter has particular relevance to you, you might want to write the title or a key point on Post-its and stick them where you will notice them during the day—the bathroom mirror, the dashboard, the desk, etc.—to help you recall the substance of the chapter.  

Ranging in length from ? to ? pages, each chapter is meant to be digestible in a single sitting. .  In addition to the main discussions, which cover all sides of the issue at hand, the chapters contain memorable, incisive quotes from a wide variety of sources, plus a section headed Travel Tips with exercises, action steps, questions to ask oneself and a statement, parable or passage to contemplate.  Some chapters also contain stories and teaching tales to illuminate major ideas, and sidebars that highlight alternative viewpoints or important caveats.  The book contains solid, practical advice gleaned from more than thirty years of personal experience and research, but its primary goal is to lead you toward the best kind of guidance you can find: that which springs from your own self-awareness and personal insight.  

I believe the book will help you:

· Discover your personal spiritual truths as you move toward the Ultimate Truth 

· Clarify your spiritual dilemmas and relieve your confusion 

· Arrive at fresh new insights and gain new skills

· Expand the base of your understanding

· Gain inspiration from stories of spiritual superstars and ordinary seekers  

· Manage the uncertainty and ambivalence that invariably arise on the path

· Know more about yourself and your spiritual needs

· Carve out a path that is right for you

· Become better equipped to continue your quest with grace and dignity. 

The promises of the spiritual life—peace, joy, love,  wisdom, higher consciousness, intimacy with the Divine—are real.  They are attainable.  The way to them is simpler and more direct than some would have you believe—and also more arduous and more baffling than is often depicted.  The path is both as serious as a sermon and as wacky as a sitcom.  It is my hope that this book will lighten your load and help you enjoy your journey at every step—and, in the words of the yogic sage Patanjali, "Avoid the danger that has not yet come."  Happy trails.  

