


	
	








A Return to Love


Reflections on the Principles of A COURSE IN MIRACLES
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Be not afraid, but let your world be lit by miracles.


A Course in Miracles
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For both my fathers,

who art in Heaven.
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FORWORD TO THE NEW EDITION






A Return of Love has had a life of its own, as does any book. An author is like a mother who brings a child into the world and then watches it live its own life story.


This particular book has had a wonderful life so far, and I have been priviledged to receive countless testimonials to its positive effect on readers. Because I am not the author of A Course in Miracles but merely an interpreter of its principles, I cannot take credit for the best things about Return to Love. The ideas in the Course had, and continue to have, a miraculous effect on my own life, and thus I understand the excitement that others feel upon coming across miracles for the first time.



Im the older than I was when I wrote this book, and in some ways I am less innocent. I have tasted more of loves oppositions. Yet having seen as much as I have now seen of the worlds resistance to the ways of love, I realize more deeply than ever the responsibility which each of us has to embrace it more fully and express it effectively. Hatred is the spiritual malignancy of our species and, like any other form of cancer, does its most terrible work not outwardly but within us. The fear behind it literally eats us alive, destroying minds, bodies, cultures, nations. External remedies can manage its effects, but only love has the power to undo it.


Undo it we must. From foreign wars to domestic catastrophes, our work is the work of casting fear from the world. We do this not only to serve ourselves but, most important, to serve our children. They shall inherit what we bequeath to them, and there is no greater gift to future generations than that we do the work God has asked us to do: love one another, that the world might be made right.


Fear unchecked grows exponentially. Love poured forth has the power to remove it. Thus is the power of God in our lives. If A Return to Love makes one iota of difference in anyones ability to experience that power, then I am exceedingly glad I wrote it. I wish you miracles. I wish you love.


Marianne Williamson

January 1996













PREFACE






I grew up in a middle-class Jewish family, laced with the magical overtones of an eccentric father. When I was thirteen, in 1965, he took me to Saigon to show me what war was. The Vietnam War was beginning to rev up and he wanted me to see bullet holes firsthand. He didnt want the military-industrial complex to eat my brain and convince me war was okay.


My grandfather was very religious and sometimes I would go to synagogue with him on Saturday mornings. When the ark was opened during the service, he would bow and begin to cry. I would cry too, but I dont know whether I was crying out of a budding religious fervor, or simply because he was.


When I went to high school, I took my first philosophy class and decided God was a crutch I didnt need. What kind of God would let children starve, I argued, or people get cancer, or the Holocaust happen? The innocent faith of a child met the pseudointellectualism of a high school sophomore head on. I wrote a Dear John letter to God. I was depressed as I wrote it, but it was something I felt I had to do because I was too well-read now to believe in God.


During college, a lot of what I learned from professors was definitely extra-curricular. I left school to grow vegetables, but I dont remember ever growing any. There are a lot of things from those years I cant remember. Like a lot of people at that timelate sixties, early seventiesI was pretty wild. Every door marked no by conventional standards seemed to hold the key to some lascivious pleasure I had to have. Whatever sounded outrageous, I wanted to do. And usually, I did.


I didnt know what to do with my life, though I remember my parents kept begging me to do something. I went from relationship to relationship, job to job, city to city, looking for some sense of identity or purpose, some feeling that my life had finally kicked in. I knew I had talent, but I didnt know at what. I knew I had intelligence, but I was too frantic to apply it to my own circumstances. I went into therapy several times, but it rarely made an impact. I sank deeper and deeper into my own neurotic patterns, seeking relief in food, drugs, people, or whatever else I could find to distract me from myself. I was always trying to make something happen in my life, but nothing much happened except all the drama I created around things not happening.


There was some huge rock of self-loathing sitting in the middle of my stomach during those years, and it got worse with every phase I went through. As my pain deepened, so did my interest in philosophy: Eastern, Western, academic, esoteric. Kierkegaard, the I Ching, existentialism, radical death-of-God Christian theology, Buddhism, and more. I always sensed there was some mysterious cosmic order to things, but I could never figure out how it applied to my own life.


One day I was sitting around smoking marijuana with my brother, and he told me that everybody thought I was weird. Its like you have some kind of virus, he said. I remember thinking I was going to shoot out of my body in that moment. I felt like an alien. I had often felt as though life was a private club and everybody had received the password except me. Now was one of those times. I felt other people knew a secret that I didnt know, but I didnt want to ask them about it because I didnt want them to know I didnt know.


By my mid-twenties, I was a total mess.


I believed other people were dying inside too, just like me, but they couldnt or wouldnt talk about it. I kept thinking there was something very important that no one was discussing. I didnt have the words myself, but I was sure that something was fundamentally off in the world. How could everybody think that this stupid game of making it in the worldwhich I was actually embarrassed I didnt know how to playcould be all there is to our being here?


One day in 1977, I saw a set of blue books with gold lettering sitting on someones coffee table in New York City. I opened to the introduction. It read,




This is A Course in Miracles. It is a required course. Only the time you take it is voluntary. Free will does not mean that you can establish the curriculum. It means only that you can elect what you want to take at a given time. The Course does not aim at teaching the meaning of love, for that is beyond what can be taught. It does aim, however, at removing the blocks to the awareness of loves presence, which is your natural inheritance.




I remember thinking that sounded rather intriguing, if not arrogant. Reading further, however, I noticed Christian terminology throughout the books. This made me nervous. Although I had studied Christian theology in school, I had kept it at an intellectual distance. Now I felt the threat of a more personal significance. I put the books back on the table.



It took another year before I picked them up againanother year, and another years misery. Then I was ready. This time I was so depressed I didnt even notice the language. This time, I knew immediately that the Course had something very important to teach me. It used traditional Christian terms, but in decidedly nontraditional, nonreligious ways. I was struck, as most people are, by the profound authority of its voice. It answered questions I had begun to think were unanswerable. It talked about God in brilliant psychological terms, challenging my intelligence and never insulting it. Its a bit clich to say this, but I felt like I had come home.


The Course seemed to have a basic message: relax. I was confused to hear that because I had always associated relaxing with resigning. I had been waiting for someone to explain to me how to fight the fight, or to fight the fight for me, and now this book suggested that I surrender the fight completely. I was surprised but so relieved. I had long suspected I wasnt made for worldly combat.


For me, this was not just another book. This was my personal teacher, my path out of hell. As I began reading the Course and following its Workbook exercises, I could feel almost immediately that the changes it produced inside of me were positive. I felt happy. I felt like I was beginning to calm down. I began to understand myself, to get some hook on why my relationships had been so painful, why I could never stay with anything, why I hated my body. Most importantly, I began to have some sense that I could change. Studying the Course unleashed huge amounts of hopeful energy inside me, energy that had been turning darker and more self-destructive every day.


The Course, a self-study program of spiritual psychotherapy contained in three books, claims no monopoly on God. It is a statement of universal spiritual themes. Theres only one truth, spoken different ways, and the Course is just one path to it out of many. If its your path, however, you know it. For me, the Course was a breakthrough experience intellectually, emotionally, and psychologically. It freed me from a terrible emotional pain.


I wanted that awareness of loves presence that I had read about, and over the next five years I studied the Course passionately. As my mother said at the time, I read it like a menu. In 1983, I began sharing my understanding of the Course with a small gathering of people in Los Angeles. The group began to grow. Since then, my lecture audiences have grown significantly here and abroad. I have had the opportunity to see how relevant this material is to people throughout the world.


A Return to Love is based on what I have learned from A Course in Miracles. It is about some of the Courses basic principles as I understand them and relate them to various issues that affect our daily lives.


A Return to Love is about the practice of love, as a strength and not a weakness, as a daily answer to the problems that confront us. How is love a practical solution? This book is written as a guide to the miraculous application of love as a balm on every wound. Whether our psychic pain is in the area of relationships, health, career, or elsewhere, love is a potent force, the cure, the Answer.


Americans are not that big on philosophy. Were very big on action, however, once we understand the reason for it. As we begin to understand more deeply why love is such a necessary element in the healing of the world, a shift will occur in how we live our lives within and without.


My prayer is that this book might help someone. I have written it with an open heart. I hope youll read it with an open mind.


Marianne Williamson

Los Angeles, CA













INTRODUCTION






When we were born, we were programmed perfectly. We had a natural tendency to focus on love. Our imaginations were creative and flourishing, and we knew how to use them. We were connected to a world much richer than the one we connect to now, a world full of enchantment and a sense of the miraculous.


So what happened? Why is it that we reached a certain age, looked around, and the enchantment was gone?


Because we were taught to focus elsewhere. We were taught to think unnaturally. We were taught a very bad philosophy, a way of looking at the world that contradicts who we are.



We were taught to think thoughts like competition, struggle, sickness, finite resources, limitation, guilt, bad, death, scarcity, and loss. We began to think these things, and so we began to know them. We were taught that things like grades, being good enough, money, and doing things the right way, are more important than love. We were taught that were separate from other people, that we have to compete to get ahead, that were not quite good enough the way we are. We were taught to see the world the way that others had come to see it. Its as though, as soon as we got here, we were given a sleeping pill. The thinking of the world, which is not based on love, began pounding in our ears the moment we hit shore.


Love is what we were born with. Fear is what we have learned here. The spiritual journey is the relinquishmentor unlearningof fear and the acceptance of love back into our hearts. Love is the essential existential fact. It is our ultimate reality and our purpose on earth. To be consciously aware of it, to experience love in ourselves and others, is the meaning of life.


Meaning doesnt lie in things. Meaning lies in us. When we attach value to things that arent lovethe money, the car, the house, the prestigewe are loving things that cant love us back. We are searching for meaning in the meaningless. Money, of itself, means nothing. Material things, of themselves, mean nothing. Its not that theyre bad. Its that theyre nothing.


We came here to co-create with God by extending love. Life spent with any other purpose in mind is meaningless, contrary to our nature, and ultimately painful. Its as though weve been lost in a dark, parallel universe where things are loved more than people. We overvalue what we perceive with our physical senses, and undervalue what we know to be true in our hearts.


Love isnt seen with the physical eyes or heard with physical ears. The physical senses cant perceive it; its perceived through another kind of vision. Metaphysicians call it the Third Eye, esoteric Christians call it the vision of the Holy Spirit, and others call it the Higher Self. Regardless of what its called, love requires a different kind of seeing than were used toa different kind of knowing or thinking. Love is the intuitive knowledge of our hearts. Its a world beyond that we all secretly long for. An ancient memory of this love haunts all of us all the time, and beckons us to return.


Love isnt material. Its energy. Its the feeling in a room, a situation, a person. Money cant buy it. Sex doesnt guarantee it. It has nothing at all to do with the physical world, but it can be expressed nonetheless. We experience it as kindness, giving, mercy, compassion, peace, joy, acceptance, non-judgment, joining, and intimacy.


Fear is our shared lovelessness, our individual and collective hells. Its a world that seems to press on us from within and without, giving constant false testimony to the meaninglessness of love. When fear is expressed, we recognize it as anger, abuse, disease, pain, greed, addiction, selfishness, obsession, corruption, violence, and war.


Love is within us. It cannot be destroyed, but can only be hidden. The world we knew as children is still buried within our minds. I once read a delightful book called The Mists of Avalon. The mists of Avalon are a mythical allusion to the tales of King Arthur. Avalon is a magical island that is hidden behind huge impenetrable mists. Unless the mists part, there is no way to navigate your way to the island. But unless you believe the island is there, the mists wont part.


Avalon symbolizes a world beyond the world we see with our physical eyes. It represents a miraculous sense of things, the enchanted realm that we knew as children. Our childlike self is the deepest level of our being. It is who we really are and what is real doesnt go away. The truth doesnt stop being the truth just because were not looking at it. Love merely becomes clouded over, or surrounded by mental mists.


Avalon is the world we knew when we were still connected to our softness, our innocence, our spirit. Its actually the same world we see now, but informed by love, interpreted gently, with hope and faith and a sense of wonder. Its easily retrieved, because perception is a choice. The mists part when we believe that Avalon is behind them.


And thats what a miracle is: a parting of the mists, a shift in perception, a return to love.











PART I


Principles










CHAPTER 1


Hell







There is no place for hell in a world whose loveliness can yet be so intense and so inclusive it is but a step from there to Heaven.










Those passages with double quotation marks are quoted directly from A Course in Miracles. Those passages with single quotation marks are paraphrased interpretations of that book. A complete listing of citations to A Course in Miracles appears beginning on p. 301.


M.W.







1. THE DARKNESS




The journey into darkness has been long and cruel, and you have gone deep into it.




What happened to my generation is that we never grew up. The problem isnt that were lost or apathetic, narcissistic or materialistic. The problem is were terrified.


A lot of us know we have what it takesthe looks, the education, the talent, the credentials. But in certain areas, were paralyzed. Were not being stopped by something on the outside, but by something on the inside. Our oppression is internal. The government isnt holding us back, or hunger or poverty. Were not afraid well get sent to Siberia. Were just afraid, period. Our fear is free-floating. Were afraid this isnt the right relationship or were afraid it is. Were afraid they wont like us or were afraid they will. Were afraid of failure or were afraid of success. Were afraid of dying young or were afraid of growing old. Were more afraid of life than we are of death.



Youd think wed have some compassion for ourselves, bound up in emotional chains the way we are, but we dont. Were just disgusted with ourselves, because we think we should be better by now. Sometimes we make the mistake of thinking other people dont have as much fear as we do, which only makes us more afraid. Maybe they know something we dont know. Maybe were missing a chromosome.


Its become popular these days to blame practically everything on our parents. We figure its because of them that our self-esteem is so low. If only theyd been different, wed be brimming with self-love. But if you take a close look at how our parents treated us, whatever abuse they gave us was often mild compared to the way we abuse ourselves today. Its true that your mother might have said repeatedly, Youll never be able to do that, dear. But now you say to yourself, Youre a jerk. You never do it right. You blew it. I hate you. They might have been mean, but were vicious.


Our generation has slipped into a barely camouflaged vortex of self-loathing. And were always, even desperately, seeking a way out, through growth or through escape. Maybe this degree will do it, or this job, this seminar, this therapist, this relationship, this diet, or this project. But too often the medicine falls short of a cure, and the chains just keep getting thicker and tighter. The same soap operas develop with different people in different cities. We begin to realize that we ourselves are somehow the problem, but we dont know what to do about it. Were not powerful enough to overrule ourselves. We sabotage, abort everything: our careers, our relationships, even our children. We drink. We do drugs. We control. We obsess. We code-pend. We overeat. We hide. We attack. The form of the dysfunction is irrelevant. We can find a lot of different ways to express how much we hate ourselves.


But express it we will. Emotional energy has got to go somewhere, and self-loathing is a powerful emotion. Turned inward, it becomes our personal hells: addiction, obsession, compulsion, depression, violent relationships, illness. Projected outward, it becomes our collective hells: violence, war, crime, oppression. But its all the same thing: hell has many mansions, too.


I remember, years ago, having an image in my mind that frightened me terribly. I would see a sweet, innocent little girl in a perfect white organdy apron, pinned screaming with her back against a wall. A vicious, hysterical woman was repeatedly stabbing her through the heart with a knife. I suspected that both characters were me, that they lived as psychic forces inside my mind. With every passing year, I grew more scared of that woman with the knife. She was active in my system. She was totally out of control, and I felt like she wanted to kill me.


When I was most desperate, I looked for a lot of ways out of my personal hell. I read books about how our minds create our experience, how the brain is like a bio-computer that manufactures whatever we feed into it with our thoughts. Think success and youll get it, Expect to fail and you will, I read. But no matter how much I worked at changing my thoughts, I kept going back to the painful ones. Temporary breakthroughs would occur: I would work on having a more positive attitude, get myself together and meet a new man or get a new job. But I would always revert to the patterns of self-betrayal: Id eventually turn into a bitch with the man, or screw up at the job. I would lose ten pounds, and then put them back on in five minutes, terrified by how it felt to look beautiful. The only thing more frightening than not getting male attention, was getting lots of it. The groove of sabotage ran deep and automatic. Sure, I could change my thoughts, but not permanently. And theres only one despair worse than God, I blew it.and thats, God, I blew it again.


My painful thoughts were my demons. Demons are insidious. Through various therapeutic techniques, Id become very smart about my own neuroses, but that didnt necessarily exorcise them. The garbage didnt go away; it just became more sophisticated. I used to tell a person what my weaknesses were, using such conscious language that they would think, Well, obviously she knows what her patterns are, so she wont do that again.


But oh yes, I would. Acknowledging my patterns was just a way of diverting someones attention. Then Id go into a rampage or other outrageous behavior so quickly and smoothly that no one, least of all myself, could do anything to stop me before Id ruined a situation completely. I would say the exact words that would make the man leave, or hit me, or make someone fire me, or worse. In those days, it never occurred to me to ask for a miracle.


For one thing, I wouldnt have known what a miracle was. I put them in the pseudo-mystical-religious garbage category. I didnt know, until reading A Course in Miracles, that a miracle is a reasonable thing to ask for. I didnt know that a miracle is just a shift in perception.


I once attended a twelve-step meeting where people were asking God to take away their desire to drink. I had never gone overboard with any one particular dysfunctional behavior. It wasnt drinking or drugs that was doing me in; it was my personality in general, that hysterical woman inside my head. My negativity was as destructive to me as alcohol is to the alcoholic. I was an artist at finding my own jugular. It was as though I was addicted to my own pain. Could I ask God to help me with that? It occurred to me that, just as with any other addictive behavior, maybe a power greater than myself could turn things around. Neither my intellect nor my willpower had been able to do that. Understanding what occurred when I was three years old hadnt been enough to free me. Problems I kept thinking would eventually go away, kept getting worse every year. I hadnt emotionally developed the way I should have, and I knew it. Somehow, somewhere, it was as though wires deep inside my brain had gotten crossed. Like a lot of other people in my generation and culture, I had gotten off track many years before, and in certain ways just never grew up. Weve had the longest postadolescence in the history of the world. Like emotional stroke victims, we need to go back a few steps in order to go forward. We need someone to teach us the basics.


For me, no matter what hot water I had gotten into, I had always thought that I could get myself out of it. I was cute enough, or smart enough, or talented enough, or clever enoughand if nothing else worked, I could call my father and ask for money. But finally I got myself into so much trouble, that I knew I needed more help than I could muster up myself. At twelve-step meetings, I kept hearing it said that a power greater than I could do for me what I couldnt do for myself. There was nothing else to do and there was no one left to call. My fear finally became so great, that I wasnt too hip to say God, please help me.


2. THE LIGHT




The light is in you.




So I went through this grandiose, dramatic moment where I invited God into my life. It was terrifying at first, but then I kind of got off on the idea.


After that, nothing really felt the way I expected it to. I had thought that things would improve. Its as though my life was a house, and I thought God would give it a wonderful paint jobnew shutters perhaps, a pretty portico, new roof. Instead, it felt as though, as soon as I gave the house to God, He hit it with a giant wrecking ball. Sorry, honey, He seemed to say, There were cracks in the foundation, not to mention all the rats in the bedroom. I thought we better just start all over.


I had read about people surrendering to God and then feeling this profound sense of peace descend like a mantle over their shoulders. I did get that feeling, but only for about a minute and a half. After that, I just felt like Id been busted. This didnt turn me off to God so much as it made me respect His intelligence. It implied He understood the situation better than I would have expected. If I was God, Id have busted me too. I felt more grateful than resentful. I was desperate for help.


A certain amount of desperation is usually necessary before were ready for God. When it came to spiritual surrender, I didnt get serious, not really, until I was down on my knees completely. The mess got so thick that all the kings horses and all the kings men couldnt make Marianne function again. The hysterical woman inside me was in a maniacal rage, and the innocent child was pinned to the wall. I fell apart. I crossed the line between in-pain-but-still-able-to-function-normally, and the realm of the total basket case. I had what is commonly called a nervous breakdown.


Nervous breakdowns can be highly underrated methods of spiritual transformation. They certainly get your attention. I have seen people have little mini-breakdowns year after year, each time stopping just short of getting the point. I think I was lucky to get mine over with in one fell swoop. The things I learned here, I will not forget. As painful as this experience was, I now see it as an important, perhaps necessary step in my breakthrough to a happier life.


For one thing, I was profoundly humbled. I saw very clearly that, of myself, I am nothing. Until this happens, you keep trying all your old tricks, the ones that never did work but that you keep thinking might work this time. Once youve had enough and you cant do it anymore, you consider the possibility that there might be a better way. Thats when your head cracks open and God comes in.


I felt during those years as though my skull had exploded. It seemed as though thousands of little pieces of it had shot into outer space. Very slowly, they began to come together again. But while my emotional brain was so exposed, it seemed to be rewired, like Id had some kind of psychic surgery. I felt like I became a different person.


More people have felt their heads crack open in some way, than have admitted it to their friends. These days its not an uncommon phenomenon. People are crashing into walls todaysocially, biologically, psychologically and emotionally. But this isnt bad news. In a way, its good. Until your knees finally hit the floor, youre just playing at life, and on some level youre scared because you know youre just playing. The moment of surrender is not when life is over. Its when it begins.


Not that that moment of eurekathat calling out to Godis it, and its all Paradise from then on. Youve simply started the climb. But you know youre not running around in circles at the bottom of the mountain anymore, never really getting anywhere, dreaming of the top and having no idea how to get there. For many people, things have to get very bad before theres a shift. When you truly bottom out, there comes an exhilarating release. You recognize theres a power in the universe bigger than you are, who can do for you what you cant do for yourself. All of a sudden, your last resort sounds like a very good idea.


How ironic. You spend your whole life resisting the notion that theres someone out there smarter than you are, and then all of a sudden youre so relieved to know its true. All of a sudden, youre not too proud to ask for help.


Thats what it means to surrender to God.









End of sample
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