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I am pleased to be back at P.S.R. to deliver this Charles McCoy lecture.  Glancing at the calendar reminds me that it was thirty-five years ago that Doug Adams and I first arrived at the Pacific School of Religion as newly minted college graduates, eager to study the mysteries of the theological world under Charles’ wise tutelage.  I remember being struck—as I am sure everyone is--by the stunning vistas of the Golden Gate at this campus on Scenic Avenue.  I was certainly no less struck by the intellectual vitality of this community that had lured me away from my familiar East Coast Ivy League world.  Nothing in my previous education had prepared me for what I was to encounter in my tutorial with Professor McCoy.  Each week he made certain assignments, suggestions really, of things I might want to read to address questions I seemed to have posed—or questions he drew out of me.  I set out to discern and articulate the importance of what H. Richard Niebuhr or George Herbert Meade had written.  McCoy quizzed me intently, not on what they had to say—he had read them himself—but rather on what I was trying to say.  It was my first important lesson in post-critical thinking.  


Today, I would like to start my reflections on Robert Pirsig and Michael Polanyi with a poem by Constantine Cavafy, written about a hundred years ago about a theme that goes back at least to Homer.  

ITHACA

When you start on your journey to Ithaca, 

Then pray that the road is long, full of adventure, full of knowledge.  

Do not fear the Lestrygonians and the Cyclopes and the angry Poseidon.   

You will never meet such as these on your path, 

If your thoughts remain lofty, if a fine emotion touches your body and your spirit.  

You will never meet the Lestrygonians, the Cyclopes and the fierce Poseidon, 

If you do not carry them within your soul, 

If your soul does not raise them up before you.

Then pray that the road is long, that the summer mornings are many, 

That you will enter ports seen for the first time with such pleasure, with such joy!

Stop at Phoenician markets, and purchase fine merchandise, mother-of-pearl and corals, amber and ebony, and pleasurable perfumes of all kinds, 

Buy as many pleasurable perfumes as you can; 

Visit hosts of Egyptian cities, to learn and learn from those who have knowledge. 

Always keep Ithaca fixed in your mind.  To arrive there is your ultimate goal.  

But do not hurry the voyage at all.  It is better to let it last for long years; 

And even to anchor at the isle when your are old, 

Rich with all that you have gained on the way, 

Not expecting that Ithaca will offer you riches.

Ithaca has given you the beautiful voyage.  

Without her you would never have taken the road.  

But she has nothing more to give you.

And if you find her poor, Ithaca has not defrauded you.  

With the great wisdom you have gained, with so much experience, 

You must surely have understood by then what Ithacas mean.

Costantitne Cavafy (1863-1933) 
Cavafy makes the odyssey sound like fun.  Do not fear the Leastrygonians and the Cyclopes and the angry Poseidon.  Do not fear going off to war and risking your life for some abstract principle of national honor.  Do not fear the sea journey.  Do not fear sexual seduction or ruin upon the rocks or being swept into a vortex.  Do not fear sickness.  Do not fear impoverishment.  Do not fear death.  

Is he serious? Do not fear the Lestrygonians and the Cyclopes and the angry Poseidon. You will never meet such as these on your path, if your thoughts remain lofty, if a fine emotion touches your body and your spirit.  You will never meet the Lestrygonians, the Cyclopes and the fierce Poseidon, if you do not carry them within your soul, if your soul does not raise them up before you.  Does Cavafy expect us to believe that there are no such things as Lestrygonians, Cyclopes, and the fierce Poseidon except that we conjure them up before us?  Well, literally, yes, these are mythic dangers, though of course, we may encounter very real dangers in our path.  

Every story worth remembering and repeating carries a similar message.  Go ahead, eat the forbidden fruit, wander in the desert, cross the waters, search for the promised land, live life affirmatively, maintain faith.  Somehow as much as we suffer, some good may come of it.  

Pray that the road is long and that summer mornings are many. Stop at Phoenician markets, and purchase fine merchandise, mother-of-pearl and corals, amber and ebony, and pleasurable perfumes of all kinds.  And visit hosts of Egyptian cities and learn from those that have knowledge.  

The stories, the odysseys, the journeys that we remember--and that are worth remembering--are those that bring us knowledge, those that help us learn how to live.  Homer’s Odyssey and Cavafy’s odyssey are not just curious stories of a particular war and return home, they are everyone’s story, and in a very real sense everyone’s story, everyone’s biography, everyone’s history is similar in all the essential details.  Every voyager, every crusader, every pilgrim, every drunk on the path to recovery, is living out a story that offers us a limited number of possibilities with an infinite number of variations.  Birth, dependency, separation, trial and error, adversity, mastery of conflict, return to home and dependency, death.  And . . . a few loose ends, unanswered questions, big questions.   

The Swiss psychoanalyst, Carl Jung, identified a repertoire of archetypes, which Joseph Campbell suggested reoccur over and over in different guises in the myths and stories that are familiar.   Everyman (and woman) is a hero; the hero has a thousand faces.  Even the most mundane lives are epic in this mythic sense.  And even if the classic myths remain remote from us, contemporary stories and movies retell the classic tales with endless variation.  Chris Vogler, who has written a book, called The Writer’s Journey, which essentially offers this mythic structure as a guide to writers.  Hollywood studios often consult with Vogler, which prompted one popular magazine I found in the back of an airplane seat to suggest that all movies have essentially the same plot.  This sounds heretical or at least iconoclastic given all the reverence with which we ascribe to this story-telling medium, but if my insight is correct, all stories are alike or at least similar because they all deal in some way with the developmental trajectory each human must traverse. 

What Vogler suggests and Campbell before him and Jung before him, what was really Freud’s great insight, is that we all lead mythic lives or that the great myths such as the Oedipus story are universal across cultures because they frame something universal in human development or in human experience.  

The Hero’s Adventure (as described by Campbell and Vogler) involves certain steps:  

The Call to Adventure (Jonah called by God, the Nepali shaman called by dangerous experience, like being lost in the forest, encounters with ghosts; a medical diagnosis)  

Refusal of the Call (Jonah, Abraham)

Encountering the Mentor or Supernatural Aid (almost all Biblical stories, the Fairy godmother for Cinderella, Yoda for Luke Skywalker)

Crossing the Threshold, where the regions of the unknown (desert, forest, ocean, outer space) are free for the projection of unconscious fears and desires (the Sirens, The Cyclopes, and the angry Poseidon) 

The acquisition of allies and the confrontation of enemies (Luke and Obewan Kenobi (and R2D2 and C3PO) meet Han Solo and the Wookie in the desert cantina)  

Descent into the Underworld (Persephone, Innana) 

The Innermost Cave (Jonah in the Belly of the whale, Odysseus in the Cyclopes cave, Jesus in the Tomb).  Life is lost to gain new life

The Ordeal (war, bone marrow transplant)

The Reward (riches or wisdom)

The Road Back (most of Homer's Odyssey)

Resurrection

Return with the Elixir, the Master of Two Worlds: the everyday world, and the world of adventure, transcendence, adulthood. (Ithaca, The Gospels, the unconscious as recovered in psychoanalysis, the lost boy becomes Nepali jhakri or shaman after encountering spirits and ghosts in the deep forest, no longer afraid) 

In my own experience I was surprised to find that when I attempted to write a chronological account of my cancer experience, it coincidentally followed this same outline
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Can you think of any exceptions?  Star Wars, Dune, Star Trek, Peter Pan, Pinocchio, Dumbo, Lord of the Rings, Harry Potter, Terminator, Romancing the Stone, Rob Roy, Pay Back, Pay It Forward, Othello (now with many popular retellings).  Why do we read book after book?  Why do we see new plays, films, and musical productions, endless variations on similar themes?  Could it be that we are trying in some way to get it right?  To make the best of the few choices that are available to us?  Could it be that we are looking for ways to survive and prevail on our own personal odysseys, our little epic quests to confront conflict and come to some mastery of inner conflicts, struggles, or demons?   

If I am right that we are all similarly situated in this larger quest, why are there such intense and fierce differences in how different people understand their position in these odysseys?  Why are minor differences of opinion so intensely felt?  Why are matters of little consequence so fiercely defended in say faculty meetings, committees, neighborhoods, in politics, religions, cultures, nations?  Perhaps what seems a matter of small consequence at any particular moment in time is valued even overvalued, as a matter of great consequence among the bewildering options in this common human drama?  Who knows?  And how could one know?

One might say that the answers to such questions come to us fairly directly.  They were given to Moses carved in stone.  Jesus said so in the Sermon on the Mount.  The answers to life’s questions are contained in the text of the various religious traditions.  Or they come to us hidden in the fossil record or in our DNA. We could say we learn life’s lessons, in families, in communities.  I would not want to suggest that the answers to such questions are simple or that they are impossibly elusive.  What I would suggest is that they require serious attention.  And the meta-questions behind these questions, how we know what we know are worthy of consideration because they help us understand what we do believe:  knowledge of the world, knowledge of God.  Serious attention to the epistemological questions helps us understand ourselves and to recover ourselves in knowing.  

I find Robert Pirsig as a useful counterpoint to Michael Polanyi.  Where Polanyi uses philosophy, Pirsig uses narrative to raise epistemological questions.  Both perceive a problem in modern, Western thought.  They perceive a problem in how knowledge is valued and understood.  They both recognize that like Odysseus we must life our lives, sensually, experientially, while at the same time viewing the larger perspective, looking at ourselves from outside ourselves, located in where we are without loosing sight of where we are going.  The both recognize that we can be misled by a science or a world-view that claims to be objective and claims too much for itself.   

Pirsig tells his philosophical tale in two epic novels.  His popular Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance tells the story of a journey from Minneapolis to San Francisco in which the hero has many hours to reflect on how his graduate studies in philosophy, reading the Great Books at the University of Chicago, drove him mad.  Less well known, but even more insightful, his second novel Lila chronicles a voyage on a sailboat from the Great Lakes to New York City through the Empire State canals and down the Hudson River with a descent into madness en route.  

Zen in its enduring popularity presents an interesting Zen paradox: how such an esoteric book can be so popular.  Polanyi’s Personal Knowledge, popular in certain circles, is strikingly esoteric.  Pirsig and Polanyi both recognize that sanity and wisdom, successful living and knowing in the Modern Era, come from mastery of two worlds, the world of immediate sensory experience, and the world of detached abstraction on that experience.  Their stories as such teach us important lessons about how to live.  Polanyi teaches us about lessons that come from living the controversies of science with its false claims of “objectivity”, while the quest of Pirsig’s motorcycle mechanic shows us that even though we know what quality is, we can never precisely specify it. We know more than we can tell, Polanyi’s mantra.  We know more than we can tell, but we can tell nothing without relying on that which we know only tacitly.  

These gurus both remind us that we cannot live successfully without mastering two worlds.  Homer had a similar message.  We leave the comforts of home to fight the battles of the world.  We learn the survival skills of the warrior.  Only by our wits and good fortune can we make our way back to the security of the world we once knew, only to find that that world no longer exists; that we have been transformed by our journey.  Master of two worlds, with the knowledge gained from those that have knowledge, from visiting a host of Egyptian cities, prepared to take on the new challenges. 

Do not fear the Lestrygonains.  Or Captain Ahab.  Or Cancer.  Do not fear the Angry Poseidon.  Or terrorists.  Or politicians or Enron executives.  Or rampaging plasma cells.  Or runaway energy costs.  Or a bear market.  Oh, for the securities of childhood, the comforts of home, Ithaca, the way things used to be or the way we might wish them to be.  If only we could convince ourselves that things might be better, at another time or another place.  Ithaca.  The Garden of Eden.  The Promised Land.  Heaven.  Then we could go on.  

The modern world, in which we find ourselves, presents us with certain difficulties.  Or perhaps I should say, the modern world with whose assumptions we grew up.  Many would suggest that we have left the modern era and are now in some kind of after-modern, post-modernism, though there is certainly little consensus as to what that might be.  Deconstructive post-modernists might suggest iconoclastically that there really is no certainty, the world is uniquely and individually constructed through acts of extraordinary deliberation.  Religious traditionalists might suggest that received faith is to be vigorously adhered to though acts of similar extraordinary deliberation.  Scientists and the scientifically faithful might look to all sorts of evidences for their certainties, but even these certainties are not without tension.  We live with tensions we cannot completely reconcile.    

Pirsig and Polanyi both offer ways beyond the received tensions.  Pirsig’s metaphysics of quality and Polanyi’s post-critical philosophy both suggest that we apprehend the world at one level and try to make sense of it at another level of understanding.  We rely on our own experience as a kind of common sense but we test that apprehension as reality in conversation with outside perception, our families, our cultures, the world of science, the world of religion.  We could go mad as Pirsig’s character Lila does, but even that madness is understandable as a culture of one, a world that she inhabits uniquely but shares with no one else.  

Lila had trouble trusting.  In particular she had trouble trusting men, trusting that things might go right in the world, and trouble trusting her perceptions.  Lila was mentally ill.  She believed a doll she found in the river was a dead baby.  No one else believed that, an observation that leads Pirsig to reflect on the nature of insanity and its accompanying delusions or beliefs.  

The catch here, according to Pirsig, is the word, “delusion.”  It is always the other person who’s “deluded.”  Delusions can be held by whole groups of people, as long as we’re not part of that group.  If we’re a member then the delusion becomes a “minority opinion.”

"An insane delusion can’t be held by a group at all.  A person isn’t considered insane if there are a number of people who believe the same way.  Insanity isn’t supposed to be a communicable disease.  If one other person starts to believe him, or maybe two or three, then it’s a religion,” according to Pirsig.   

Pirsig realizes, of course, that “it sounds quite blasphemous to put religion and insanity on equal footing for comparison, but his point is not to undercut religion, only to illuminate insanity,” something he understands from his experiences at Chicago’s Great Books program.  He thought that the intellectual separation of the topic of “sanity” from the topic of “religion” weakened our understanding of both.  

Pirsig observes that religious mysticism and insanity are similar, but diverge as the mystic identifies his beliefs with a larger tradition, while the lunatic, remains isolated in an autistic world.  When Socrates says in one of his dialogues, “our greatest blessings come to us by way of madness provided the madness is given us by divine gift,” the psychiatric profession doesn’t know what in the world he is talking about.  Or when traces of this identification are found in the expression “touched in the head,” meaning touched by God, the roots of this expression are ignored as ignorant and superstitious.  

Nonetheless a post-modern psychiatrist informed the classical mythology Freud was so fond of, would probably be more appreciative of divine madness, than would say a modern Methodist (to illustrate from the tradition most familiar to me).  Polanyi is suggesting something quite similar when he suggests that all declarative sentences should be preceded by the phrase “I belief that…” as a reminder that there is no objective reality outside of that which we choose to accredit.  Such a reminder would be useful to the scientist who assumes that his or her beliefs are congruent with reality, but equally theists in the modern age are likely to couch their beliefs as statements of reality.  

An evangelical Christian in the contemporary era would have learned the same lessons from elementary school grammar teachers, as did the future scientist.  Write and speak in the third person, passive voice.  Do not use first person pronouns except in colloquial speech.  Thus someone overjoyed with the good news of the gospel would as likely as the scientist to forget the first person declaration, “I believe that…” Witnessing one’s own faith often becomes an “in-your-face” exercise in criticizing someone else’s reality.  There is a big difference between saying “I believe Jesus died for my sins” and saying “You are damned if you do not accept Jesus.”  

An objectivist religion like an objectivist science leads to an intolerable intolerance.  It becomes a serious exercise in linguistics and epistemology and psychology to recover ourselves from this situation and to communicate with others about how we experience the world we live in.  

Religion is problematic qua ecclesiastic authority, Descartes’ difficulty, Galileo's difficulty.  The problem of religion may be for the modern or post-modern individual a problem of language or semantics: what is meant and what is understood by the various claims of the texts and the faith community.  What is meant by salvation, grace, sin, divine being, miracles, etc?  What is understood by those terms?  What occurs in prayer and how might it be effective?  

There is much interest in medicine in the role of spirituality in healing.  Many quantitative, empirical studies demonstrate better health outcomes from surgical and medical treatments, cardiac outcomes, for example, have been extensively studies.  Cancer survivors do better if they attend support groups, churches, or other affiliated groups.   It’s a fact, an accreditable, measurable, fact.  We believe it to be true.  People who bowl in bowling leagues are less like to become ill than people who bowl alone.  How do we understand such studies?  Some might say that these studies confirm the existence of God and divine intervention, confirm an image of God as a master puppeteer, pulling all the strings.  Intercessory prayers call on the intervention of a person-like willful being.  Others might understand these findings as a result of the modification of the immune system, the interactions of mind, brain, body, spirit at a cellular level in which neurotransmitters influence cytokines, which affect the body's ability to fight outside invaders like germs or cancer cells.  It is interesting to me that one language carries so many levels of meaning.  "Miracle" can mean "extraordinary event" or it can imply "divine intervention."  Of course the irony of seeking empirical confirmation for something which would believed even without such confirmation is not lost.  Negative results would not really challenge the beliefs that some might wish to hold anyway.  Snake handlers in Appalachian religious services belief that God protects them from the venom should they be bitten, but should they die, which sometimes happens, God will save them.  Hopi snake handlers have emetic herbs at hand.  It pays to be practical.  

However simplistic such traditional beliefs may seem, they are not uncontaminated by the felt need for objectification which is so characteristic of the modern era.  So how could one get in touch with spirituality uncontaminated by Western modernism?  Anthropologists offer us many examples of cultures that live closer to nature, cultures which may see spirits in animals or even inanimate objects.  One can look to other traditions, Asian religions, for example.  I have found Buddhist traditions in Nepal remarkably harmonious and inspiring.  Pirsig finds possibilities closer to home in Native American or American Indian spirituality.  

He tells an interesting story of walking one day with friends on the Northern Cheyenne reservation in Montana.  A dog joined them and someone asked John Wooden Leg, the tribe’s chief, what kind of dog it was.  John replied, “That’s a good dog.”  And it was a good answer to a question posed in an Aristotelian framework expecting some sort of categorization of species.  One can get beyond the Greek western framework by observing the wisdom of cultures that don’t try to delineate objects apart from our experience of them.  It must have seemed a strange question to John Wooden Leg?  Why would she ask?  Not likely a dog that would bite you, a good dog.

Pirsig observes that the American personality is mixture of European values and Indian values.  The qualities Europeans associate with Americans, the plain spoken directness and lack of refinement are qualities of the Indians, whereas the qualities Indians see in white Americans, their elaborate talkativeness with many complex and undependable meanings are qualities Americans have learned in dealing with European cultures.  It might be interesting to speculate whether the “forked tongue” Indians perceived in the white man might not always have been a deliberate attempt to prevaricate, but rather an accustomed familiarity with ambiguous and uncertain realities of those schooled in European philosophies.  

Seen in the context of life’s journeys, these epistemological questions--how can we know? --gain a certain immediacy.  They are not abstractions for the philosopher or scientist or theologian, they become important for our day-to-day knowings and doings.  How do we know the world around us?  What would it mean to know God?  How do we know ourselves?  In a very real sense, these epistemological tensions are psychotherapeutic: How can we be comfortable with ourselves as we face the things we have to face in our journey through life?  I think one would not need to be a psychiatrist to accept my conclusion that these are questions of therapeutics ultimately though a psychiatrist might be more accepting of the notion that one must look at and experience the things that one might rather prefer to forget.  It was not Freud who first said that the unexamined life is not worth living. 

Lest I have painted myself into a corner here, or spun off into a realm of abstraction, the relevance of which is not immediately clear, I would like to shift gears in my reflections.  I would like to conclude by telling a story, which reveals some of my personal experiences in dealing with these issues.  It is about my odyssey into the world of cancer and cancer treatment.  Four years ago in 1998, I was diagnosed with multiple myeloma.  The treatment I received was a bone marrow transplant, a grueling ordeal lasting the better part of the year.  I would say that there is little in life-even my life as a physician-that prepared me for such a diagnosis.  But I would also say that as much of a shock and surprise as the diagnosis was, it was even more surprising to recover, to return home and to return to my normal activities, to return to Ithaca.  

As a physician-patient I became interested in the healing process, what I went through, what seemed to make a difference in positive and negative ways.  As should be no surprise, I encountered much ambiguity in what to believe, how to make sense of my experiences and how to tell what I learned.  The following section of my odyssey shares some of those reflections.

My experiences as a patient with cancer have helped me understand the complexity of illness in ways that as a physician trying to be attentive to his patients I could not fully appreciate.  My experiences with managed care helped me appreciate that our system of healthcare finance fundamentally misconstrues the nature of illness and what the healthcare system should be trying to accomplish.  As a patient with cancer, I was thankful that there was such a sophisticated technology as Bone Marrow Transplant, but it is a grim technology.  Without the attentive care of the Duke physicians and nurses and the love and support of my friends and family, it would have been unbearable.  I consider this the spiritual side of care, not necessarily in a supernatural sense, but certainly in a transcendent sense.

In opening up the possibility of a conversation about the role of spirituality in health care, I am aware that we would need to consider everything from the array of organized religions to the most unique forms of New Age individualism.  And that is precisely the point.  Each patient, each person comes to medicine with their own unique experience and outlook and needs.  And they may find their own unique path to healing.  The doctor and healthcare team do not need to share the same experience, but they need to understand the uniqueness of each person=s psycho-social and spiritual needs.  

Spiritual reflections were very much part of my experience of the Bone Marrow Transplant.  Getting well was a consuming goal and the spirit of determination carried the day, day after day.  This was one aspect of the treatment that I did not feel Duke handled particularly well.  Duke University was founded with the motto AEruditio et religio@, knowledge and religion.  There are many people at Duke interested in religion and spirituality and their role in medicine.  However any explicit discussion of spirituality was left to a wandering chaplain, whose role was ill defined, and in my experience, intrusive.  Every now and then he would stroll into the clinic and make the rounds asking questions and trying to engage in conversation.  It is possible that those conversations could have led to spiritual concerns, but they never did.  It was never clear to me if he was offering comfort, psychological counseling or looking for souls to save.  It wasn’t clear why he was there.  

Robert Coles, the child psychiatrist who writes so much about the lives of children, tells the story about one time his mother was in the hospital, and a chaplain visited her.  She became angry with him about something, and he reflected that she was in the anger stage.  As I recall the story this interpretation only made her angrier.  She wanted someone to pray with her and to read the Bible verses she found so comforting.  This would certainly be an appropriate role for a chaplain.

It strikes me as a little bit ironical that chaplains are often the ones that are called upon to do psychological counseling and that psychologists are offering spiritual affirmations and guided imagery.  But I take such confusion merely as an indication that the role of spirituality in medicine has not been well thought out.  

Indeed in my experience the people I found most spiritual were the doctors and nurses though nothing they did might be identified in a formally religious sense.  Their presence and their attentive concern again and again transcended the mundane concern of chemicals and lab values.  This could be considered integration of the spiritual with the bio-psycho-social at its best.

My own reflections on spirituality while undergoing cancer treatment led me to recall my times in Nepal where spirituality seemed so natural and unstrained.  I was also reminded of our own Native American spirituality, which shares with Nepali spirituality a central focus on harmony with the environment and finding spirit in the world around.  

Hopi religion is focused on the weather.  For the Navajo the focus is on health and healing rituals.  Both their religions focus on Aultimate concerns” as theologian Paul Tillich suggested religions are likely to do.  Each month each Hopi village has a ceremony, which is basically a supplication to the katchina gods for rain.

Each month there is a unique costume, which is the same from village to village.  The Hemis costume is adorned with clouds and weather symbols.  Tall, stacked headdresses represent the cumulus clouds, which bring rain.  These are painted with pictures of clouds with lightning and rain below them.  Clouds are painted on the chests of the men taking part in the dance.  Leather loincloths are painted with corn stalks. They carry curved sticks like lightning.  They dance to drums, the always-important drums.  The drums make a noise like thunder.  They rub deer clavicles against notched sticks, which reverberate over hollow gourds.  This also sounds like thunder.  The men retreat to underground ceremonial rooms called Akivas@ where they smoke pipes.  I was not allowed to enter the kiva, the most sacred of places.  The smoke from the kiva  rises to the sky, where the katchinas in the San Francisco Peaks can see which village is making the supplication, and they send the clouds to that village.  The clouds march across the desert like soldiers in formation.  One after another, all in a row.  Atmospheric physicists call these Acloud streets@.  They dump their rain on the village, which has asked for it, to help grow the corn.

  
My scientific colleagues at the museum pooh-poohed my accounts.  They said the cloud streets were caused by atmospheric currents called the Bermuda current that brought moisture from the Pacific Ocean, and they always occurred at that time of the year.  What the Bermuda current was doing in the Pacific and in the American Southwest, I never got straight.  I simply took an empirical approach.  I pointed out to my friends that every rain dance I attended was rained out, so draw your own conclusions.    

For the Hopi there is the expectation that the ritual, repetitive actions will bring the rain on which they are so dependent.  The ritual is constructed in such a way that everything that is done is done as a reminder of the purpose for which it is done, namely to get the attention of the katchina gods.  The Hopi believe that if everyone stays focused, the ritual will be successful, but if it fails, it is because someone allowed their mind to wander.  Thus everything in the ritual is designed to serve as a reminder, weather symbols, images of clouds, corn stalks, sounds like thunder.  And the community must come together in a life of purity and wholeness or holiness.  If someone is preoccupied with a marital infidelity, for example, then everyone must suffer.  The community must work together to address the needs of all its members.  

The Danish philosopher Soren Kierkegaard explained religious ritual in a similar fashion.  He said APurity of heart is to will one thing.@  Christian ritual is focused on the ultimate concern of salvation and eternal life.  All of the symbols point to this focus, especially the cross on which Jesus was sacrificed.  Purity of heart is to will one thing.  Life triumphing over death.  

My cancer ritual was not unlike this.  Each day we went through the ritual of blood counts and treatments.  Nurses changed bandages, and doctors reviewed the progress.  Each day the staff offered hope, and the community of friends gathered round to keep the focus on healing, wellness and recovery and return to their midst.

Navajo rituals also focus on health, the return to heath from illness.[Like the Hopi they live in a harsh arid environment and move in small groups with their sheep.  A family may have a mud or perhaps log or even now cider block hut called a hogan, but much of the year may be spent in tents.  Navajo crafts, pots, baskets, blankets bear symbols from the environment shared with the Hopi, clouds, lightning, corn stalks, animals.  One of the most striking of the Navajo crafts is the sand painting.  Grains of colored sand are skillfully sifted through thumb and forefinger to create elaborate Apaintings@ of corn, people, animals, spirits, the four corners of the world,.   A Navajo sand painting takes days to create.  Ultimately they may be four or five feet square.  I was allowed to Apaint@ a feather on one.  I was very proud of my contribution.  I don=t think it had any ritual significance.

Typically a sand painting is used in a healing ritual.  When someone is sick, the medicine man, maybe with the help of male relatives, may construct an elaborate sand painting on which the sick person sits while the shaman dances around, drums playing of course, and chants a ritual chant.  While the painting may take a long time to construct, its forms are precarious.  A slight breeze, a slight motion of the hand returns the sand to a random mixture of grains.  Like life itself it is ephemeral.  Chaos is the natural state of the universe out of which we temporarily carve a little order, but the second law of thermodynamics always wins.  Entropy in the universe always  increases.  Chaos and disorder reign.  

Navajo healers now regularly coexist with Western healers.  Nothing in the healing rituals precludes the use of antibiotics or other medications.  Western medicine may be considered an alternative medicine or a complementary medicine in this setting.  

I remember one Sunday morning on the Navajo reservation.  I was invited to a church service in Chinle, Arizona near the beautiful Canyon de Chelly (pronounced Canyon d=Shay).  It was a Presbyterian Church, I remember.  Elegant Navajo men and women were dressed in colorful clothes and many wore silver and turquoise jewelry.  The sermon was more like an anthropology lecture.  The minister detailed the inferiority of Aanimism@, the belief that animals have spirits, a central tenet of the Navajo world-view.  The Navajo present did not seem uncomfortable with his explications, but I was.  He said nothing about his own faith, his own beliefs, or the power of his own spirit or spirituality.  The discussion was entirely intellectual and critical.  He seemed oblivious to the presence of a living spirit around him and intent on replacing a viable spirituality with a spiritless religion. 

I would call this a negative spiritual moment.  It was not just a-spiritual.  It was dis-spiriting.  By contrast, I would like to share a positive spiritual moment from my own treatment.  The moment that impresses me most vividly occurred one morning in the Johnson City Medical Center.  I had completed the low dose rounds of chemotherapy and was facing the full effect of the complications of the steroids.  I had been hospitalized at what we call here, simply Athe Medical Center@ for a deep vein thrombosis.  My own psychiatry resident and medical student were in the room with me, and we were discussing our psychiatry patients on the floor below, whom the resident and medical student would soon see, but I would not be allowed to leave the bed.  I was working as much as I could, but I had reached the limits.  I would have to call in a colleague to cover for me.  

At that point medicine rounds collided with psychiatry rounds.   My own internist from the University Physicians Practice Group entered the room with her residents and medical students and the oncology fellow.  There were eleven physicians in the room, counting the student doctors, but not counting myself.  They formed a circle around me, and as they (we) sorted out the medicines and the treatment plan, their good wishes for me were abundantly evident. 

This was a positive spiritual moment.  It was a moment that was uplifting and inspirational.  Shortly after the official rounds, Steve Loyd, doing an accelerated residency  (internship during the forth year of medical school), circled back to my room.  He told me his son Heath was praying for me every night.  It was a powerful image, this articulate little four-year-old boy, wearing the flannel Superman pajamas I had seen him wear when I had been at their house near the end of the day, down on his knees beside the bed, praying out loud for my health.  Once when President Clinton was making a speech on television-- not one of the infamous speeches, but a speech that a four-year-old could listen to--Steve asked his son if he knew who that was?  Heath said sincerely, AIs it Dr. Dyer?@  My own prayers, when I prayed, were more likely to be silent meditations with the Great Spirit.  Other friends, grown ups too, shared with me that they prayed for me out loud on their knees beside the bed at the end of the day.  Purity of heart is to will one thing.  I had to get better.  

During this period, Dr. Loyd decided to become an oncologist.  I must share with you that I found this particularly inspiring. It was moments such as this that I lived for as a medical educator when young physicians find their calling and dedicate themselves to doing everything that might be required of them and more.  There would be no question that a physician like Steve Loyd would prepare himself to offer superb care to cancer patients like myself.  He would prepare himself to address not only biological and psycho-social aspects of illness, but spiritual concerns as well.  You could take it on faith. 

It was during this period that my blood counts returned to normal.  The serum protein electrophoresis returned to normal.  The beta-2-microglobulin returned to normal.  The bone marrow aspirates returned to normal.  All the markers of multiple myeloma returned to normal.  For want of any better way of describing it, I would have to say this was a miracle.  
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