Chapter 1 – What is Pilgrimage?

“For Taoists like Lao-tzu and Chuang-tzu, the whole of the universe is a manifestation of the mystery of the unnamable-which for convenience’s sake they name the Tao - and the one who realizes his or her own nature realizes his or her own essential unity on every level with this Tao in its original peace, harmony, and boundless fecundity.”

The Tao gave birth 
to everything seen and unseen,
 to that which came before, 
and followed after, 
the Big Bang of creation. 
The seeds of revolution,
sprouting, blooming, blossoming 
within us at this moment, 
were scattered in that First Explosion, 
gathered in the hearts of stars, 
germinated in the oceans of life, 
and are born in our hearts today.

Tao Verse 6   
- William Martin, The Activists Tao Te Ching


Pilgrimage is a concept in every major spiritual/religious tradition that means going on a journey of devotion to a holy place – a shrine, a cathedral, a well or spring, to obtain the blessing of healing from “God,” or the spirits that reside in that place. In the Middle Ages, this was an external journey, God was seen as an external deity to whom one petitions a favor, with promises to be good, right, and perfect, so that blessings of salvation, enlightenment, healing and wholeness, wealth and good fortune might ensue. Very often these journeys were undertaken under extreme circumstances of illness, dying, poverty and need. The journey itself was often treacherous and dangerous. Not only were the pilgrims sick, lame, blind … but they were vulnerable to attack and robbery. Special places held special magic for healing – very often pagan places of old wells on top of which were built churches and shrines.

It was believed that if they had great faith in “God,” and  were very righteous in their devotion, they would be miraculously healed. The Middle Ages represented a state of consciousness that was superstitious, ignorant, and externally referenced. We can too, of course, access parts of our own development that matches the magical thinking, dependency on externals, understanding of Spirit as something other than ourselves, and on and on. However, everyone embarking on this pilgrimage recognizes, and has evolved past this stage of development and state of consciousness to an understanding of  “God,” as the essential and original state of consciousness that is realized within us, not externally. We know that the work is an inner journey to discover all the blockages and mistakes in thinking and behaving that get in the way of living a free and whole life connected to all that is the state of consciousness that is Absolute Love and Truth, not the normal waking state of relativity and constriction in which we normally reside. When we recognize this state within us, the very ground on which we stand is holy ground because we recognize that all is God, within and without. So then why go on an external journey? There is no external “Holy Site.” All is holy – we just have to be internally whole to recognize this reality.

All of you that have signed up for this trip live lives of extraordinary privilege and extraordinary poverty of spirit.  We have all, in the high achieving West, reached the stage of development of living separated from our Source, our Truth and our Soul, living  in our heads and the high achievement that is the result of devotion to the intellect.  It has gotten us far …. long lives, comfort and security, modern conveniences …. And yet, we are deeply impoverished in our connection to our feelings, needs, instincts, with our very soul disconnected in awareness from Spirit (Consciousness) having given over our attention to success and survival in the external world and  having relegated the soul to the underworld of our lives. 

If you signed up for this trip you are aware that there is deep inner suffering, and ignorance of the terrain of the psyche or soul, which is essentially all that you are. You know that you do not know yourselves. You are seeking to know yourselves and live in a state of harmony, peace, love, and truth. You are seeking to find all that stands in the way of living in this way, returning to the Source of your being, your natural state, which is a state of aware knowing of your interdependence to everything in the universe, your deep inner connection to nature and to the Source of your natural life as verse 6 of the Tao quoted above says.

 Living in your heads you start to experience yourselves as different to nature. Nature becomes the other, to be conquered, controlled, and brought into conformity with the intellects desire for personal power and wealth, success, and acclaim, ease, and safety. The trouble is you are nature and when you control externally, you are controlling internally – and suppressing all that is wild, free, spontaneous, united, and connected within. In this state you have forfeited Truth for relative, small, constricted beliefs and understandings of yourselves, others, and the world. You have forfeited Love for trying to be “special.”  You have forfeited owning the world, to owning things and stuff. You have forfeited Love for the rules and demands of what others expect and want of you. You have forfeited freedom for bondage and conformity to your culture.

And so, perhaps, when you return to one of the wildest, most free, and unspoiled areas of the world, where mankind has not yet managed to totally destroy the wild and beautiful, free and lovely expression of spirit on the planet, you might remember who you are. Something might stir in your heart, perhaps some dimly remembered aspect of wholeness will be awoken. This is my hope for each of you. The whole external world is merely a projection of who you are internally. Perhaps in the magnificent silence of the bushveld, you will take back the projection of all that is beautiful, wild, and free and find it within yourself, as yourself. 

Also, the contrived situation of living in community with people with whom you might not normally choose to go on a trip, is an exercise in being triggered daily into dark, unaware parts of yourselves – the angry, irritable, demanding, self-entitled, judgmental, parts, that you might not normally pay attention to, will demand attention and inner work from you. What a wonderful opportunity to have the mud stirred up so you can see it and not believe that the water of your your little pond of consciousness is crystal clear.  There is a time in your evolution where you welcome any trigger so that you can see your own inner sludge and purify yourself.  In the beginning we are too frightened to see what is within, later, as you develop courage, you welcome it, knowing this is the path.

When you can reclaim awareness of who you are – a  soul  - and live in relationship to all aspects of yourself without judgment then you will be an agent of change for the world, that will ultimately save this planet. If we continue to live in the paradigm of separation, we will destroy it, no matter how successful, brilliant, and good we are. We will miss the mark, so to speak – we will sin – we will be separated in awareness from our Source. Words like “sin” are merely religious descriptors of living individualistic, independent lives, obedient to the reasons of the intellect, and separated in awareness from Consciousness itself. This is why you were given the teachings from Eisenstein’s book – he paints a comprehensive and understandable a description of living in the paradigm of separation. I do want to be clear that I do not subscribe to some of his more “out there” ideas, that you might come across, like not getting vaccinated. The intellect has given us many gifts – they are there to be used. Nothing in evolution is a mistake – including the capacity of the intellect to invent and discover.

This trip is about inner healing. It is about learning to be in relationship to yourself in a different way, so that you can be in relationship to others and the planet in a different way. How you relate to others and the environment on this trip will reflect how you relate internally to yourselves and so will indicate to you, where the work lies. The only thing you must do is pay attention – to yourself, with complete honesty, vulnerability, and authenticity. To know who you ARE means you must first be able to see who you are NOT. You are not your judgments, your control, your smart brain, your achievements, your roles, your beliefs, your feelings, or your needs. You are not your body or its functions. But you cannot know yourself for who you are until you can be aware of every aspect of your physical and human functions, mentioned above. Only once  you see what you are not, will you start living into who you ARE.

On this trip we offer the opportunity for self-exploration, teaching, feedback, and deepening practices in a group format like the meetings we have ahead of the trip. This is just one way to approach the work. If this resonates with you, you may join in, if it does not, or it feels too frightening, you can devise your own program for doing the inner work. All of what we teach, and give in terms of feedback, is a free offering. We have no agenda for how you do your work. 

If you decide to not participate in group, please let us know at least one month ahead of departure so that we can plan accordingly.  The safety of the group must be held as sacred and so you cannot try it and then decide not to do it. You cannot come and go as you feel like it. You are either in or out. Both are fine.

You will have to live in community in accordance with what is true and loving and will be confronted when you deviate from this, whether you participate in group or not. Group very quickly facilitates a deepening in awareness, for those of you that are interested – and if you are not, we trust your own process.

You will not only be there to do your own inner work, but you will also be there as an external ambassador for your country.  One of the qualities of living in your aware soul, is the capacity to see the both/and – the inner and the outer and the movement between the two. How you are externally in relationships will show you your own inner dynamic with yourself. Your inner dynamic will be reflected in how you relate externally. Watch the movement. Learn to observe your own dynamics, movements and processes.

I can tell you that I know how you might be seen and what the local people will probably expect to experience from you. I will be talking about colonialism and how you will be viewed through that lens. I will be offering you ways of inter-relating respectfully in ways in which you may not be aware. Please be very mindful – you know very little – be humble, take direction and let’s all try not to be offensive and destructive on our trip to the local people, or the land. We can only be interconnected through respect, love, interest, asking questions, openness, and humility. If you experience something you think is disrespectful from local people on the trip, do not jump to conclusions. There are social norms, beliefs, and ways of connecting, you will not understand. For the most part these are people that have learned to adapt to the West’s superiority, arrogance, and knowledge and so they would never let you know how offensive you are to them, and they are practiced in not being offensive to you.  

Lack of respect and lack of knowledge of wildlife is another area in which previous groups have gotten themselves soundly castigated for endangering others by thinking they know about wildlife because they read a book about it. Please follow instruction, do not over-react. Approach the wild with deep reverence as if you were entering the most beautiful cathedral in the world.  Because you are. This is the meaning of pilgrimage. To approach yourself and the world with reverence, openness, deep questioning, awareness and attention, humility, and supreme effort to live from the inner most recesses of your True Self.


Exercise:  

Just for starters:

· Learn the few words that are in your travel brochures so that you can greet people in their own languages. Commit to trying and face your fears of doing it wrong, saying it wrong.  Examine your fear deeply. Where did it start, what do you believe about yourself? What is your need. Be open to learning at least 10 words in Setswana. (Botswana) It is a small minimum to indicate a desire for inter-connection and human understanding. 

· Start noticing how you do not greet people or enquire into how they are in the West, before asking for something. This is very rude in Africa. Start making it a practice to greet people and ask how they are before you demand or expect service.  In Africa we greet one another. We ask how the other person is.  We enquire, if we know the family, how the family is, before we get on to business.

· Do not look people directly in the eye – this is considered aggressive and rude. Avert your eye when you show interest in another person. This will not be true of staff in camps – they are thoroughly used to Westerners, but it is still good practice.

· Start to think about what intentions you will have for your own personal growth during our time together. Decide what your practices will be for self-reflection and self-contemplation. Bring a journal, consider how photography can be a spiritual practice. Decide on how you will practice interconnection with others. We will give many examples of how to deepen your awareness with numerous practices as we proceed.

· Read the quotes below and consider what the inner journey we are taking means to you and how you will approach it. I have found it very fruitful to read what all the traditions say about pilgrimage and to collect over many years my own quotes, my own direction, my own intentions. This is one way to approach the work.


"Truth lies within ourselves: it takes no rise from outward things, whatever you may believe.
There is an inmost center in us all,
where truth abides in fullness
and to Know
rather consists in opening out a way whence the imprisoned splendor may escape
than in effecting entry for light supposed to be without.”
~Robert Browning

The path of truth requires total loss of certainty, identity.
We must lose our identity and leave a place for mystery.
We must go into the wilderness.
~Edwina Gately

“There are as many paths to Truth as there are people on the planet - get on your own inner path, not someone else’s. Others can merely point out markers along the way.”

“Finding one’s personal truth always has to do with a calling that is uniquely our own, one that comes from the inside out, not from a bishop, a rabbi, a guru, or any other person. It comes from within ourselves when we are called to travel a path in which we can best learn who we are and the purpose of our lives on this earth…..
What is truth at one juncture fades into the background as we are called into new avenues of life.”
~Clare Goldsberry

“The purpose of being incarnated here is to unfold our innate Buddha nature and enter into conscious possession of its timeless peace, bliss, power and all-seeing knowledge.”


“For Christian mystics such as Meister Eckhart and Teresa of Avila, the soul is placed in a body and in matter to undertake the immense journey to a living aware marriage with the inner Cosmic Christ and his divine love and knowledge.”

“Sufi mystics claim that the human being has a unique relationship to God because God fashioned us with his own hands, while creating all other things by the Divine Word and its fiat; they believe that God, while making us, breathed into us his own being, sowed in our innermost core a memory of our origin in him, and ordained that the whole purpose of our lives on earth should be to return in full awareness to the Origin, whose children we are.”


In this passing moment when karma ripens, and all things come to be.
I vow to choose what is....
If there is cost, I choose to pay.
If there is need, I choose to give.
If there is pain, I choose to feel.
If there is sorrow, I choose to grieve.
When burning— I choose heat.
When calm— I choose peace.
When starving— I choose hunger.
When happy— I choose joy.
Whom I encounter, I choose to meet.
What I shoulder, I choose to bear.
When it is my death, I choose to die.
Where this takes me, I choose to go.
Being with what is— I respond to what is.
This life is as real as a dream; the one who knows it cannot be found; and truth is not a thing—
Therefore, I vow to choose THIS dharma entrance gate!
May all Buddhas and Wise Ones help me live this vow.
~Hogen Bays

For man, the vast marvel is to be alive. For man, as for flower and beast and bird, the supreme triumph is to be most vividly, most perfectly alive. Whatever the unborn and dead may know, they cannot know the beauty, the marvel of being alive in the flesh. The dead may look after the afterwards. But the magnificent here and now of life in the flesh is ours, and ours alone and ours only for a time. We ought to dance with rapture that we should be alive and, in the flesh, and part of the living incarnate cosmos. I am part of the sun as my eye is part of me. That I am part of the earth, my feet know perfectly, and my blood is part of the sea. My soul knows that I am part of the human race, my soul is an organic part of the great human soul, as my spirit is part of my nation. In my very own self, I am part of my family. There is nothing of me that is alone and absolute except my mind, and we shall find that the mind has no existence by itself, it is only the glitter of the sun on the surface of the waters.”.


· Read the beautiful instruction below, written by Charisse many years ago.  This alone will bring you deeply into your own being where you will discover only beauty and peace.

The Inner Pilgrimage
~Charisse Lyons


Step forward in blindness.

A calling is heard to this path....a path for one....only one.
Stripped of the warmth of the familiar
Stripped to nakedness, shivering in fear for what lies ahead.

A path steeped in darkness.
The calling says to step forward in blindness,
Hands stretched out feeling for hidden danger.
Feet taking baby steps. 
Shuffling forward to not trip on the ruins of an unfolding self. 
Each step sheds more of the familiar. 
Each step the questions get louder. 
Who will I find at the end? Will there be anything left? 

Keep moving forward. 
Step forward in blindness
Without knowing what looms in the darkness. 
But with the burden of awareness to the pain that lies in wait

Her mind tells her she is lost.
Her mind tells her she is weak.
Her mind tells her she is unprepared for the enemy within. 

This is a path for the brave, a warrior, a valiant warrior.
Armed only with complete Surrender,
Shielded only by her belief that the darkness will lead to Light.

She digs, she listens, she surrenders.
She steps forward in blindness.

Her inner warrior holds the compass of

Strength, and 

Wisdom, and 

Love

Bringing her to that which she seeks......herSelf

Unconditional 

Willing to experience aloneness, 
I discover connection everywhere. 
Turning to face my fear, I meet the warrior who lives within. 
Opening to my loss, I gain the embrace of the universe.
Surrendering into emptiness, I find fullness without end.
Each condition I flee from pursues me, 
Each condition I welcome transforms me,
And becomes itself transformed. 
Into its radiant jewel-like essence. 

It takes intense effort,
            to not exert effort,
But to surrender 
            into the sweet embrace of Love
in which we are always held
 
And in so doing 
we can reach into the torment of another soul,
and hold her in that same gentle comforting embrace,
Breathing in her agony 
            even as it twists and racks our own body with pain.
Breathing out the known comfort that infuses our being,
            and so, reach into the very bowels of hell.
 
We can only know God in this way, 
            in our own body and flesh, 
                        the cells of our being,
Not through learning and books and erudite theory and knowledge, 
Not by listening to the wise men, gurus, experts, and priests,
            Nor by shrinking from pain, 
                        Nor striving for joy
But sinking into the full experience of our own knowing


Sink--deep, deeper still
Descend--deep, deeper still.

Descend, to ascend .........they say,

Breath--only breath
Thoughts quiet,
Body, a shell.

Lose yourself, to find your Self....... they say,

Light, love, understanding, knowing ....awake, FULLY AWAKE! 
It's glorious. It's bliss! Yes--it's bliss! Finally ............BLISS!
Euphoric Bliss!

Wait......can't stop here.
What? ….can't stop here? 
Deeper still? Can it be......deeper still?

Breath....only breath
Hesitant breath

Fear, confusion, empty, lonely 
Cold, painful cold....evil....finally....evil
Suffocating evil.
Hideous evil.
Slithery, slippery, disgusting evil

It's not easy....this mission.
Sludge and bile, hatred, cold, fear
Put in a foot, then both feet
Wade in it....swim in it. 
Let it fill you....drown in it. 
They're here. 
They've been here so long. 

Lost souls, forgotten souls, lonely souls....found
Untold stories.......painful stories.
Bloody, violent stories.
Stories of hatred and fear and loneliness.
Stories of abandonment and sadness........devastating despair.
These stories .......finally told.
These stories .........finally heard.

Breath....only breath
Lonely breath
Painful breath
Sorrowful breath

Breathe it in.
Take long breaths.......breath that chokes you.
Breath that contaminates every cell of you
Let it fill you.
Smolder and burn you.
Fill you and freeze you. 
Breathe it in ....pain....sink
Breathe it in ....suffering...sink. 
Breathe it in.....shame and fear, despair,  
Anguish, misery, sorrow, bone crushing sorrow
Breathe....breathe it all in

Cry, and shudder, gasp, and writhe 
Sweat and shiver.
Resist, then give in
Question, then trust
Yes....Just trust.

Breathe....Breathe it in
Take it from them.
Ease the burden.
Breathe it in.......breathe.

Finally 
The pain of the abandoned--shared.
The suffering of the forgotten--recognized.
Breathe it in, take it in. They have carried it so long.

Breathe out, at last breathe out.
Breathe out love, 
Breathe out peace, 
Breathe out compassion.
Give breath to those that have forgotten how to breathe.
Breathe for them.
Breathe with them.
Breathe into them.
Yes....Let go....with abandon just breathe into them.

Pain shared, 
suffering shared.
Feel the release. 
Experience their release.

Light, love, understanding, knowing--and bliss--finally bliss.
Not the bliss of joy, but the bliss of connection, the bliss of freedom, the bliss of being whole.
They're free, finally free.

Love, peace, compassion in each one, 
breathed into them,
and sent out as ripples that spread through the infinity of the universe.

Sink-- deep, deeper still
Descend--deep, deeper still.

Descend, to ascend....it's true.

Sink--deep, deeper still 

Lose yourself, to find your Self....

It's true.





