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INTRODUCTION

A NEW KIND OF COMMON SENSE

A Course in Miracles (ACIM) is a modern spiritual teaching, self-described as a “mind training,” which leads its students toward a radical view of reality based on an intense discipline of forgiveness. It was first published as a three-volume set of books in the United States in the mid-1970s and has since sold more than two million copies in twenty languages around the world. Now published as a three-in-one compendium by the Foundation for Inner Peace in California, the standard edition of ACIM comprises about twelve hundred densely packed pages, divided between a lengthy Text, which lays out the basic philosophy; a shorter Workbook of 365 daily meditation lessons; and a brief Manual for Teachers that includes a “Clarification of Terms” and other explanatory material.

The Course was originally written down in shorthand by a Columbia University psychology professor named Helen Schucman by a process she identified as “inner dictation,” and she consistently  refused to take credit for its message or ideas. The prose itself is expressed in a first-person voice clearly identified with Jesus Christ, offering a major revision of some fundamental principles of modern Christianity. Not surprisingly, the mysterious nature of this authoritative voice has sparked much discussion and controversy over the real authorship of ACIM. Schucman worked for seven years in secret with her supervisor at Columbia, William Thetford, to complete the recording and transcription of the Course, but only spoke about it once in public before her death in 1981. Thetford also declined to become a spokesman for ACIM before he passed away in 1988.

While not the basis of a “religion” in the usual sense, ACIM has at least several million students and countless study groups devoted to it, and hundreds if not thousands of self-appointed teachers. It has strongly influenced a wide array of thinkers, writers, activists, and business leaders, including Marianne Williamson, Oprah Winfrey, Wayne Dyer, and John Mackey, the cofounder of the Whole Foods supermarket chain. Its influence was central to the founding of such research and service organizations as the Institute of Noetic Sciences and the Attitudinal Healing Centers (also known as CorStone).

Although often identified as a centerpiece of the so-called New Age, ACIM actually contradicts key elements of New Age thinking and has deeper philosophical similarities to eastern Vedantism, western Gnosticism, the eighteenth-century “immaterialism” of philosopher George Berkeley, and modern transpersonal psychology. While it frequently uses Christian terms such as God, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, the message of ACIM often contradicts conventional Christianity, which has led to vehement criticism of the teaching in conservative Protestant and Catholic circles.

In practical terms, the Course is designed to serve as a self-study handbook of personal transformation. It provides both a comprehensive theory and a demanding daily practice of surrendering ordinary perceptions, conventional thinking, and comforting beliefs in favor of living by the moment-by-moment wisdom of an instinctive goodness. The Course calls that active wisdom the Holy Spirit, and suggests that anyone can learn to be constantly guided by the Holy Spirit through the means of forgiveness. What the Course means by “forgiveness” goes well beyond popular usage of the term—but more about that later.




A Different Take on Love 

In the broadest sense, A Course in Miracles is a teaching of love, but its aim is not to persuade more people to “believe” in love. Plenty of people believe in love already while continuing to suffer loneliness, bewilderment, or desperation as they seek for the great healing force that always seems to disappoint or elude them. By contrast, ACIM calls love our “natural inheritance,” and aims to displace everything within the student’s mind that gets in the way of recognizing that inheritance. As a recurring motif of the Course Workbook asserts, “God is but love and therefore so am I.”

What’s in our minds that’s getting in the way of the love that is really our nature? It’s not primarily hate or selfishness, as one might expect. According to ACIM, those negative energies are only the symptoms of what’s actually in the way: our fundamental beliefs that the everyday world around us is real, that we all live and die in separate bodies with individual minds, and that time and space limit our existence . Those beliefs seem like common sense to almost everyone.  The Course asserts that such beliefs are not only mistaken, but in fact constitute madness.

To know what love is—and to live by its truth rather than merely believe in it—we must gradually surrender the root beliefs that feed our collective insanity. In other words, we must learn to see ourselves and relate to each other as spiritual rather than physical beings. The Course asserts that we live in our minds, not our bodies, and even the conviction that you have a mind separate from everyone else’s is an illusion. Where other spiritual paths may urge the “surrender” of our individual egos, the Course suggests that you need not surrender or fight against something that doesn’t exist to begin with. You need only recognize that your ego, like the body it calls its home, is a profound delusion.

As the Introduction to the ACIM Text summarizes, “Nothing real can be threatened. Nothing unreal exists. Herein lies the peace of God.” Translation: What is real about us cannot be endangered. Since everything that is physical is threatened by decay or death, that means the entire material world is unreal and therefore does not exist. Understanding this is the key to recognizing our spiritual reality—that is, we are love itself, and nothing else. This realization eventually brings us real and permanent peace in the midst of the shifting, chaotic illusions of the everyday material world.

As radical as this diagnosis and prescription may sound, they’re not new ideas. Both Hinduism and Buddhism have long suggested that our most profound goal as human beings is to “wake up” to a higher order of reality than the web of illusion in which we are habitually snared. But A Course in Miracles has an uncanny way of bringing this kind of teaching home for the modern seeker. It’s much more than an intellectual philosophy to be pondered and discussed, then set aside while we deal with the everyday  challenges and opportunities of the so-called real world. ACIM is intended to serve as an uncompromising guide to a new way of life based on a profoundly different grasp of reality. Over time, the Course delivers startling experiences of psychological challenge, spiritual insight, and healing in relationships. And it does so without requiring students to join a religion or move to a monastery, ashram, or lonely cave.

This doesn’t mean that ACIM exactly meshes with a modern lifestyle. It’s not easy to accept that you’re crazy, or to submit to a demanding “mind training” that aims to overturn all your ordinary perceptions. As I’ll be commenting later in this book, even the most devoted Course students find themselves needing to take a break from the discipline from time to time (even for months or years). There is also a tendency to space out on the teaching, which has contributed to popular misperceptions of ACIM students as brainwashed cultists. As most veteran students will attest, the Course can be exceptionally difficult to comprehend, even after years of study and practice. That’s because it’s focused less on intellectual education than on a genuine transformation of the human mind and heart. And transformation is often a sloppy, unpredictable, and emotionally riotous process.




The Purpose of This Book 

The aim of this book is to help Course students at any level of experience, including beginners, negotiate some of the teaching’s mysteries, hairpin turns, and ego-dropping challenges with a bit more ease than they might otherwise. With a quarter-century of ACIM study behind me, I don’t claim to have a perfect or even  advanced understanding. But I have worked through some of the early misconceptions and thorny developmental stages that often confuse newer students. I have written and spoken for many years about the Course with the combined perspective of a journalist and a student, and I’ve coached students privately. I’ve also interviewed leading teachers and hundreds of other students, as well as scholarly observers and critics of ACIM.

Much of that work is summarized in my previous book, Understanding A Course in Miracles: The History, Message, and Legacy of a Spiritual Path for Today (Celestial Arts/Random House). Readers can refer to that book for a more detailed history and critical commentary on ACIM than I will present in this volume. This book is a “how-to” guide with just enough history and background to introduce the Course to newcomers, while providing some novel perspectives and insights to veteran students.

To tell the truth, I often have the feeling that no one currently alive understands the Course entirely. That’s why I cut a lot of slack for myself, and for other students who may not seem to be “getting it” in the same way I am. The Course is clearly not for everyone, and even those who gravitate to it as a lifelong path are pointed toward an understanding of life, self-awareness, and the cosmos that may well take several more generations of students to reach maturity. ACIM has only been with us for thirty-odd years now, which means it’s in its infancy as a spiritual path. Given that novelty, it’s remarkable that the Course already has millions of students worldwide and exerts as much cultural influence as it does.

The apparent purpose of a “course in miracles” surfacing in our times is to familiarize a growing number of people with a deeply healing perspective on their lives. Just as a foreign language curriculum gradually makes us familiar with a vocabulary and a culture that  may at first seem exotic and impenetrable, this spiritual curriculum intends to make us conversant in a new, surpassing language and culture of love. When we can naturally speak that language and act reflexively on the basis of love, then we will be living in an entirely different world, even if it is unimaginable from our current point of view. If this book helps even a few students grasp the Course as a new kind of common sense, then all my years of study, periodic bewilderment, and occasional breakthroughs will have been doubly worthwhile.




PART I

The Basics




1.

What Is A Course in Miracles?

Think not that happiness is ever found by following a road away from it. This makes no sense, and cannot be the way.... If this be difficult to understand, then is this course impossible to learn. But only then. For otherwise, it is a simple teaching in the obvious.

—Chapter 31, IV: 7



In the winter of 1985, I was very ill and dispirited. In early August I’d fallen prey to something that felt like the flu, but had only gotten worse as the weeks stretched into months. Exhausted, constantly sick to my stomach, and sleeping for up to sixteen hours a day without feeling rested, I had been diagnosed with a brandnew malady called “chronic fatigue syndrome,” for which there was no specific treatment. Some doctors believed it wasn’t even a genuine disease. But I was certainly sick, and this vague diagnosis was all I had to go on.

Desperate for a cure and not finding one in conventional medicine, I had turned to psychology and spirituality, topics I hadn’t paid much attention to since my days in college over ten years earlier. As part of this exploration of the inner life, I began studying a strange book called A Course in Miracles (ACIM), which I’d found in a bookshop across the street from my doctor’s office. Initially put off by its  religious language and metaphysical propositions, I was unexpectedly drawn into daily study of its dense Text and peculiar Workbook of 365 meditation lessons. Fearing for my sanity as well as my health, I hadn’t told anyone that I was studying the Course. I was trusting myself to catch on if the book proved to be dangerous, and in fact I was beginning to worry about its effect on my subconscious. In the six or seven weeks since I had begun my study, my dreams had grown increasingly powerful and sometimes disturbing.

One night I dreamed that I was driving an old white van owned by my father, the same one in which I had awkwardly learned to drive a stick shift as a teenager. In the dream, the beat-up truck was lurching and steering poorly; on top of that, I was driving into a dense fog that obscured everything in front of me. As I struggled to find my way forward, I realized that I had a passenger in the other seat, none other than former president Jimmy Carter. Now, on top of my frustration with driving, I had to deal with the embarrassment of having an important guest whom I respected highly, and whose safety was in my hapless hands.

Finally, too anxious to keep driving, I braked harshly to a stop and apologized to my passenger for the rough ride. “On top of that, Mr. President,” I added sheepishly, “I have no idea where I’m going.”

President Carter smiled graciously and said, “Don’t worry,” as he opened the glove compartment and reached inside. “I have a map right here.” He handed me my blue softcover edition of A Course in Miracles, and at that point I awoke.

After this dream I felt better about the safety of ACIM as my guide through a perilous stage of life; it seemed that my unconscious had given me an “okay” signal. A couple weeks later, I was discussing with my therapist possible new avenues for our sessions. I’d felt for a while that I had been doing a lot of talking without gaining any sense  of direction from the “talking cure” of psychotherapy. He asked what I might want to do differently, and I confessed my involvement with the Course. I was half-expecting a warning about getting involved in cultish belief systems. Instead he smiled and said, “If you can handle the Course, you probably don’t need me.”

In fact, I soon quit therapy and thereafter relied on the Course as my central guidance in negotiating the daunting journey of my illness, which would last about seven years. Having talked to many other people with chronic fatigue syndrome, I am convinced that my struggle would have lasted much longer by any other route.

For me, then, A Course in Miracles was at first an unexpected form of intervention at a time when my deeply ingrained habits of anger and pessimism had contributed to an overall collapse of my immune system. The Course first helped me to realize how and why I had become ill, which in my case had to do with a profound and unrecognized resentment that had been sapping my energy. Thereafter, ACIM gave me explicit and unrelenting instruction in an advanced form of forgiveness that would prove key to my healing. While the effects could be called miraculous over the long term, there were many times when I continued to suspect the value of the teaching. And I often resisted the discipline that the Course conveyed—all while I continued to study voluntarily, egged on by a powerful instinct that felt both new and strangely ancient.

As I would learn from researching the history of the Course, I was not the first person to relate to ACIM in such a conflicted way. That distinction belonged to the brilliant and troubled woman who spent seven years writing it down, only to proclaim, near the end of her days, “I know the Course is true, but I don’t believe it.”1




Where the Course Came From 

The year 1965 was a time of intense ferment in the cultural consciousness of the Western world. Martin Luther King, Jr., began leading protest marches in Selma, Alabama, as the Voting Rights Act became law. In the United Kingdom, a British band known as the Beatles was overtaking the pop music charts, and the miniskirt was launched in Chelsea by Mary Quant. U.S. forces began carpetbombing North Vietnam in the operation known as Rolling Thunder, while the first American combat troops landed in Da Nang. In San Francisco, the Chronicle reported the rise of the hippie movement in the Haight-Ashbury section of the city. A rogue Harvard professor named Timothy Leary coined the subversive suggestion “Tune in, turn on, and drop out” and poet Allen Ginsberg floated “flower power” as a slogan for America’s growing counterculture.

Meanwhile, a private exchange between two academics at Columbia University in New York City would seed a mystical process, the significance of which would unfold over the next several decades. In the fall of the year, the head of the psychology department of the Columbia–Presbyterian Medical Center, a laconic forty-two-year-old professor named Bill Thetford, invited his acerbic assistant Helen Schucman, then fifty-six, into his office. He wanted to discuss the deteriorating relations between themselves and with the rest of the department, all awash in petty bickering and competition. Later admitting that his words felt mawkish at the time, Thetford told Schucman that he felt “there must be another way” to manage the academic workload they faced. Usually inclined to disagree with her boss, Schucman instead felt moved to cooperate.

Their agreement did result in some improvement in departmental operations, although Schucman and Thetford would never really learn to get along. They would cooperate without fail, however, on a mystical undertaking that was about to get under way. On the evening of October 21, not long after their discussion about departmental politics, Schucman heard a voice in her head say, “This is a course in miracles. Please take notes.” Prone to mystical experiences since she was a child, Schucman had heard this voice before and even accepted guidance from it, but she had never received a specific instruction like this. Afraid that she might be losing her mind, she anxiously called Thetford and asked him what she should do. He calmly suggested that she take notes as directed, and they would look over the notes the next morning to see if they made any sense.

Schucman did take down some initial notes, which proved to be the start of a seven-year “inner dictation” that would ultimately result in the published twelve-hundred-page teaching known as A Course in Miracles. It comprises a massive Text that lays out the fundamental philosophy, a Workbook of 365 daily lessons, and a relatively short Manual for Teachers. Schucman and Thetford kept the recording and editing of their massive manuscript mostly secret until it was complete, believing along the way that the Course was only an elaborate answer to their private, mutual quest for “another way.” But as they gingerly shared the completed project with friends and confidants, the pressure for publication began growing.

Released in a three-volume hardcover edition in 1975, ACIM is currently available as a single volume in both hardcover and paperback, and has two million copies in print in twenty languages around the world. No longer under copyright, the Course is available  in several editions from various publishers. The Standard Edition, the only one approved for publication by Schucman and Thetford, is still distributed by the original publisher, the Foundation for Inner Peace. (See Appendix: Recommended Resources for Further Course Study.)




A New Vision of Christianity? 

Perhaps the most controversial element of the Course is its authorship. Although Helen Schucman wrote it down with the support and editorial assistance of Bill Thetford, neither of them ever claimed to be the source of its ideas. In the text of the Course, there are unmistakable first-person references to the author as Jesus Christ. “If the Apostles had not felt guilty,” says the Text in Chapter 6, “they never could have quoted me as saying ‘I come not to bring peace but a sword.’ This is clearly the opposite of everything I taught.” There are many other passages where Jesus claims to be speaking, often flatly contradicting the Bible and offering substantially new definitions of such standard Christian terminology as the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.

There have been widely varying interpretations of these claims of authorship. Many students believe that the historical Jesus Christ somehow “channeled” a new vision of Christianity through Helen Schucman’s mind. Others are more comfortable with Bill Thetford’s opinion that Schucman accessed a high-level “Christ consciousness”—potentially available to everyone—that she felt compelled to articulate. I have even met avid ACIM students who believe that Schucman was a brilliant schizophrenic who originated the Course  herself, but unconsciously disguised its authorship because she was afraid of her own message.

Regardless of how one views the source of the Course, its import remains clear: A Course in Miracles is a radical and sophisticated revision of Christian theology, joined to an experiential discipline of constant forgiveness designed to produce deep personal change. As this book will explain in coming chapters, the Course’s concept of forgiveness goes far beyond the conventional understanding, ultimately challenging the student’s fundamental grasp of reality. When we forgive someone, we are not dismissing his or her failures, flaws, or insults; instead we are letting go of our own beliefs about that person and ourselves. The ultimate aim of forgiveness as taught by ACIM is to let go of what we believe about the world in general—or as Workbook Lesson 132 suggests, to “loose the world from all I thought it was.” By progressively letting go of the world as we’re used to seeing it, we become “teachers of God”—the kind of people who perform miracles on a regular basis.




What Is a Miracle? 

However, it’s important to understand that the Course definition of a “miracle” is also different from the conventional understanding. This can be a stumbling block for new students, who may expect ACIM to be a guidebook to performing physical healing, experiencing visions, or solving the big problems of their lives instantaneously. As northern California student Scott Schnurman told me, “Originally I had thought that the word miracles related to  psychic experiences and a path to financial abundance.” Over time and with concentrated study, which involved going through the Workbook of daily lessons twice, Scott came to understand that ACIM is instead “a path to retraining one’s mind to know God and to experience God’s peace . . . a program that is teaching me peace, joy, simplicity, and compassion.”

In that regard, the Course is both less and more than what it might seem to be at first. It is not, in a New Age sense, a guide to remaking the world into a brighter, happier place where all human beings live in peace and everyone’s desires are fulfilled. In countless passages in both the Text and Workbook, the Course adamantly declares that the everyday material world is not real and that trying to change it to bring about physical healing, personal happiness, or global justice is only attempting to make adjustments to an illusion. “Seek not to change the world,” ACIM advises in Chapter 21 of the Text, “but choose to change your mind about the world.” And Workbook Lesson 128 directs the student to meditate upon the thought, “The world I see holds nothing that I want.”

If a miracle is not a physical transformation of our everyday circumstances, then what is it? Although the Course offers many definitions of the miracle, one of its key qualities is a “shift in perception” that transforms one’s way of looking at the world. If you are reflecting on the past with bitterness, the Course urges you to accept that “the past can touch me not” and that only the present moment matters. If you look on someone else as an opponent or victimizer, you are encouraged to see him or her instead as the key to your peace and happiness. If you feel lonely and abandoned, you are reminded that you are the source of love yourself, always united to everyone at the level of mind.

Finally, if you fear death, the Course suggests not that this life  will be followed by an eternal life in heaven, but instead that you have always had eternal life—yet you have mistaken the time-bound, worldly trap of physical incarnation and decline for your real existence. Your real existence is in a totally abstract, infinite, and timeless realm of spirit, and you are there now, in fact. But you are tragically distracted from knowing your true self, and experiencing total happiness, by your false and temporary ego-identification as an individual human being.

If taken seriously, all these shifts of perception are quite profound and utterly contradictory to our everyday experience in the world. They confront our common sense, to say the least. So the “miracles” that the Course teaches about are not primarily intended to heal the sick or alter other worldly circumstances, although such changes are entirely possible. Instead, miracles are the means by which we begin waking from the dream that ACIM says we are caught in: “All your time is spent in dreaming. Your sleeping and your waking dreams have different forms, and that is all. Their content is the same” (Chapter 18, II: 5).




From Religion to “Mind Training” 

Because A Course in Miracles uses many religious terms and ideas, it is natural to assume that it’s meant to serve as the basis of a new religion. In fact, there are a handful of small churches using the Course as their gospel and training and certifying “ministers” in its name. Yet two of the largest and most influential teaching centers, the Foundation for A Course in Miracles in southern California and the Circle of Atonement in Arizona, treat the Course instead as an esoteric curriculum. Even in well-established  Course churches like the Community Miracles Center in San Francisco, California, the figures of Jesus Christ and God are not “worshipped” in the traditional way. Instead they are studied and celebrated as models for enlightenment that anyone can emulate.

In Course groups of every kind, both God and Christ are seen as powerful ideas that students are aspiring to make paramount in their consciousness and the everyday conduct of their lives. Since the Course redefines all forms of sin as “errors” that can be corrected through a new way of thinking, the ideas of sinfulness, guilt, and redemption associated with so many religious traditions are retranslated in Course study.

For instance, ACIM speaks often of “Atonement,” by which it does not mean the expiation of sin. Instead, the Atonement is a realization that the student is “at one” with all other human beings, and with God, at the level of mind. Rather than convincing anyone else of the correctness of any religious ideals, the goal of Course study is always to “accept the Atonement” for oneself. Thus, atonement is not an act of contrition, but acceptance of the idea that “I am one Self, united with my Creator” (Lesson 95).

All these radical ideas add up to what the Course describes as a “mind training.” The aim is not to indoctrinate students with a new or different set of religious beliefs, but to change the way their minds habitually work. That would mean responding to everyday challenges with a consistently forgiving demeanor, instead of the more common responses of fear, anger, or vengeance. Lesson 34 exemplifies the ACIM style of mind training when it suggests that the student can learn to regard any difficulty with the attitude “I could see peace instead of this.”

Thus the Course can be seen as a provocative handbook for personal transformation based on a fundamental process of forgiveness,  but not a catechism for religious behavior or moral correctness. The Course doesn’t provide commandments, prescribe rituals, or forbid any behaviors, and it has nothing to say about such hotbutton issues as abortion, homosexuality, extramarital sex, or any left- or right-wing politics. Although some prominent Course popularizers like Marianne Williamson make no secret of their personal politics, the Course itself cannot really be politicized, as it is difficult to make a solid case for improving a world that doesn’t really exist. On the other hand, one shouldn’t mistake the Course as strictly a form of “personal spirituality” that has no effect beyond oneself. For as one of the fifty “miracle principles” that open the Text suggests, a miracle “may touch many people you have not even met, and produce undreamed-of changes in situations of which you are not even aware.”




A Guide to Transforming Relationships 

Although A Course in Miracles is generally referred to as a “self-study” discipline because it is entirely contained within a three-part book that anyone can study without supervision, it’s important to understand that you are unlikely to learn from the Course entirely on your own. First of all, virtually every student sooner or later looks for a study group or teacher for help in understanding ACIM, as well as consulting guides written by a host of authors in the field. Many people have made the Course the focus of their lives, becoming dedicated teachers and students and spending a lot of their time with like-minded people. The worldwide Course “community” is diverse and difficult to characterize, but there is nonetheless a sense of recognition and belonging that arises  among people who have taken on this challenging discipline over the long term.

More to the point, this discipline that begins with privately reading a book ends up being about relating to other people. Forgiveness is always relational; even though the process may begin with a silent meditation or prayer, the effects of forgiving are eventually experienced in relationships. One studies the Course by reading the Text and following the Workbook lessons as directed and that work can be done alone or in a group. ACIM itself does not prescribe how one should undertake or continue study, except to say that each student will increasingly receive guidance from the “internal teacher” known as the Holy Spirit. But the effects of study will eventually arise within the student’s relationships, and often in unexpected ways.

When I began studying ACIM, I rapidly became aware of how angry I was at my parents, who lived three thousand miles away. We had limited contact and thus I did not tell them about my involvement with the Course for many months. But I was applying many of the Course lessons with them in mind, particularly Lesson 21, “I am determined to see things differently.”

The next time I saw my parents, when they came to California out of concern for my health, I found them unexpectedly different: more open and responsive, more honest about their difficulties and limitations. I was stunned at the degree of their seemingly sudden changes, and at first I did not connect this transformation to my “solo” forgiveness work. When I did begin to sense the connection and how it worked, I became aware that a substantial part of the change that had occurred had to do with how I was looking at my parents. In fact, I couldn’t be sure who had actually changed more,  myself or them. Regardless, this change proved to be one of the first important turning points in the cure of my illness.

This was also one of my first lessons in the working of a Course-style miracle. The point was not that all my problems were suddenly solved or things were going exactly the way I wanted, but that a key relationship had taken a significant step toward healing. And that healing was proceeding in a different way, and to a more significant degree, than I would have ever managed to plan or execute on my own. As ACIM suggests, “Miracles are habits, and should be involuntary. They should not be under conscious control. Consciously selected miracles can be misguided” (Chapter 1, I: 5).

The miracle with my parents seemed to have come about simply because I took on the intention and discipline of perceiving an important aspect of my life differently. I was responsible for initiating the process of change, but I was not in charge of exactly where it went or what happened as a result; in a very real sense, that result was “involuntary.” Who was in charge of the change? An intelligence that seemed to be both within me and far beyond my personal resources was in charge of the change. For lack of a better identification, I had to assume that intelligence was what the Course identifies as the Holy Spirit.




Meeting Your Internal Teacher 

One of the most startling theological departures of the Course is the idea that God did not create the world we see, and in fact has no concern for it because it’s a perceptual illusion we made  up ourselves. While there are frequent references to a loving, all-creative God who does love us and wishes us only perfect happiness, he is in fact unaware that we have fallen asleep and drifted into a dream ruled by time, matter, and death. God cannot act in a world that doesn’t exist, so he does not directly intervene in human affairs or earthly events. (For anyone who has ever wondered how there could be any love or logic behind such massively fatal “acts of God” as earthquakes, tsunamis, and hurricanes, this radical cosmology may evoke a shock of recognition.)

Within our troubled dream, we are at least dimly aware that something has gone terribly wrong. We seem to be trapped in a realm where beauty is always countered by horror and happiness is known only in contrast to grief and suffering. No matter what we believe or how we conduct our lives, we are all condemned to die. On top of that, we secretly blame ourselves for our predicament. In fact, we feel guilty for abandoning the limitless reality of God and fear his punishment. This is the Course’s explanation for the conventionally religious ideas of a strict, judgmental, and even vengeful God:For this world is the symbol of punishment, and all the laws that seem to govern it are the laws of death. Children are born into it through pain and in pain. Their growth is attended by suffering, and they learn of sorrow and separation and death. Their minds seem to be trapped in their brain, and its powers to decline if their bodies are hurt. They seem to love, yet they desert and are deserted. They appear to lose what they love, perhaps the most insane belief of all. And their bodies wither and gasp and are laid in the ground, and are no more. Not one of them but has thought that God is cruel.

If this were the real world, God would be cruel. (Chapter 13, Introduction: 2–3)





All of which is utter nonsense, says ACIM, for in fact we have never separated from God—nor from our ultimate reality in spirit—and could not possibly do so. Thus there is no reason for us to suffer death or any other kind of punishment. But we continue to believe in our dream of being separated from our Creator, and this belief literally makes the material and often painful world we see. We would truly be lost, without any hope of recognizing truth or finding happiness, were it not for a part of our minds that reminds us of our home.

That home is not “heaven” in the Christian sense, nor any place within the physical universe, but rather an awareness of belonging to an infinite and eternal consciousness. The “reminding” part of our mind is what the Course calls the Holy Spirit: a kind of ambassador from God who translates God’s infinite and essentially impersonal love into personal terms of care and specific guidance that we can comprehend. One might also say that the Holy Spirit is our own loving memory of our divine reality beyond time and space. By constantly forgiving the illusory world we see all around us, we remember more and more of what’s true and real. In one of the more lyrical passages of the Text, occurring in Chapter 21, the Course describes this memory in metaphorical terms as an “ancient song”:Listen,—perhaps you catch a hint of an ancient state not quite forgotten; dim, perhaps, and yet not altogether unfamiliar, like a song whose name is long forgotten, and the circumstances in which you heard completely unremembered. Not the whole song  has stayed with you, but just a little wisp of melody, attached not to a person or a place or anything particular. But you remember, from just this little part, how lovely was the song, how wonderful the setting where you heard it, and how you loved those who were there and listened with you.

The notes are nothing. Yet you have kept them with you, not for themselves, but as a soft reminder of what would make you weep if you remembered how dear it was to you. You could remember, yet you are afraid, believing you would lose the world you learned since then. And yet you know that nothing in the world you learned is half so dear as this. Listen, and see if you remember an ancient song you knew so long ago and held more dear than any melody you taught yourself to cherish since. (Chapter 21, I: 6–7)





The Preface to the Course refers to the Holy Spirit as an “Internal Teacher,” which may clarify its role. While the Holy Spirit of ACIM bears some resemblance to the same figure in the Holy Trinity of Christianity, it does not perform the theological duties ascribed to it in Catholic or Protestant traditions, and it does not enable “speaking in tongues” or other unusual abilities ascribed to it by Pentecostals. In the simplest terms, the Holy Spirit of the Course might best be understood as an “awakened conscience”—not just an internal sense of right and wrong, but an instinctive guide to thinking, acting, and relating based on love instead of fear.

According to ACIM, the choice to hear and follow the Holy Spirit is always available to us, and so is the choice to live in fear. Fear is literally the default mode of humanity; automatically and consistently choosing fear is what keeps our self-awareness trapped in the body with a nearly constant foreboding of death.  But the more we can learn to listen to the guidance of the Holy Spirit and choose love, the less we will feel trapped by our apparent incarnation and the more we will sense ourselves as timeless, limitless, and sinless. That doesn’t necessarily mean we will appear to others as “enlightened” or otherwise special; in fact, the difference in our presence may be quite subtle:There is a way of living in the world that is not here, although it seems to be. You do not change appearance, though you smile more frequently. Your forehead is serene; your eyes are quiet. And the ones who walk the world as you do recognize their own. Yet those who have not yet perceived the way will recognize you also, and believe that you are like them, as you were before. (From Lesson 155)








Undoing the Ego 

Besides offering a contrarian theology and a challenging guide to personal transformation, A Course in Miracles provides a radical analysis of the human ego that is perhaps unsurpassed in modern literature. Both Helen Schucman and Bill Thetford were clinical psychologists of considerable training and accomplishment, and their background is everywhere present in the psychological passages of the Course. Schucman herself often said that the form of ACIM was very much her own, while she almost completely dissociated herself from its message. One has to wonder how different the Course might have sounded were it not scribed by a psychologist. The fact that it was resulted in a profound and startling study of the human psyche, well-suited to  a post-Freudian era in which a spiritualized or “transpersonal” psychology would arise.

For all its loving encouragement about our potential to realize our universal consciousness, the Course is unrelentingly harsh about our normally egocentric condition, in which we experience ourselves as separate from that consciousness:The ingeniousness of the ego to preserve itself is enormous, but it stems from the very power of the mind the ego denies.... The ego draws upon the one source that is totally inimical to its existence for its existence. Fearful of perceiving the power of this source, it is forced to depreciate it. This threatens its own existence, a state which it finds intolerable. Remaining logical but still insane, the ego resolves this completely insane dilemma in a completely insane way. It does not perceive its existence as threatened by projecting the threat onto you, and perceiving your being as nonexistent. This ensures its continuance if you side with it, by guaranteeing that you will not know your own safety. (Chapter 7, VI: 3)





In passages such as this, the Course makes it clear that its view of the human psyche departs significantly from the Freudian structure of id, ego, and superego, in which the ego represents a battleground of relentless struggle between the uncivilized urges of the id and the moral oversight of the superego. (In fact the terms id and superego never appear in ACIM.) Rather, the Course consistently speaks to “you” (the student) as an intelligent being who always has a choice between fear (the consistent if chaotic counsel of the ego) and love (the unwavering message of the Holy Spirit). The point of daily mind training as outlined by the Course  Workbook is not to overpower the ego, but gradually displace it through new habits of mind and heart. As Chapter 30 explains in a section entitled “Rules for Decision”:Decisions are continuous. You do not always know when you are making them. But with a little practice with the ones you recognize, a set begins to form which sees you through the rest. It is not wise to let yourself become preoccupied with every step you take. The proper set, adopted consciously each time you wake, will put you well ahead. And if you find resistance strong and dedication weak, you are not ready. Do not fight yourself. But think about the kind of day you want, and tell yourself there is a way in which this very day can happen just like that. Then try again to have the day you want. (Chapter 30, I: 1)








Summary 

There is no simple answer to the question, “What is A Course in Miracles?” ACIM offers a thoroughgoing revision of Christian theology, but is not a religion in itself; it provides a map for personal transformation, but does not offer a program for changing or saving the world. It issues a complete denial of the everyday reality we all experience, but also urges that we forgive that reality instead of hating it or sinking into nihilistic despair. The Course comprises one of the most exacting and critical analyses of ego psychology ever recorded, but proposes a spiritual rather than psychoanalytic or therapeutic solution for all the problems of egocentricity. Finally, the Course is a healing prescription for the human condition in the form of a “mind training” that aims to replace our  fear-driven habits of thinking, feeling, and behaving with instinctive responses of love in action.

And for many who encounter it and become dedicated students, A Course in Miracles is what it was for this writer: an unexpected intervention in the course of a life that isn’t working too well. Like addicts who can’t break free of drinking, smoking, or abusive relationships, many people find themselves in the grip of an unproductive mindset that seems impossible to release even though its negative effects are perfectly clear. As the next chapter will illustrate, the Course tends to show up in people’s lives when they are ready, at some level, to confront their unproductive mindset—even if it’s the last thing they expect to do.
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