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My mom tells me that when I was a very small baby I had two un de ni able at -
trib utes: I had a strong voice and I was stub bornly out spo ken. She re calls
that hours af ter I was born, while I was ly ing in my hos pi tal bas si net, I raised 
my head and looked around as if to sur vey my new world. She was con -
cerned when she saw me. She asked the doc tor, “What is my baby do ing
rais ing her head when she is only one day old?” He told her not to worry,
but mom knew from the be gin ning that she was go ing to have her hands full 
with me.

Shortly af ter my mother brought me home from the hos pi tal, she took me
to the doc tor's of fice for my shots. She said that af ter the nurse stuck the nee -
dle in my thigh, I raised my leg straight up to the sky and let out a scream
that could be heard around the block. Mom fig ured that I was mak ing my
pro test to all con cerned. It was as if to say, “Don't you know that you are
hurt ing me?!” I really don't know what it meant—but I still don't like shots.

At three- and- one- half months, I was crawl ing, and at six months I was
stand ing, but I only did these things when my mom was around. Mom told
oth ers of my feats, but they dis missed her claims as those of an overly- proud
mother. This all changed when a fam ily friend walked into my bed room one 
day and caught me—a seven month old child—climb ing up the partially-
 opened draw ers of a dresser so that I could jump off the dresser onto the
bed. They did n't think my mom was crazy af ter that ob ser va tion. I'm not
sure what they thought of me, though.

Mom did her best to con tain and di rect my en er gies, but she said that I had a
mind of my own and that she could n't watch me every minute of the day.
Some times she would wake up in the night to check on me and find me sit -
ting up in my crib try ing to get out. She said that I would per sist in what ever 
I tried, no mat ter what it took—I had a de ter mined body and I had a de ter -
mined mind.

One night af ter a hard day's work of pre par ing for our fam ily's holi day bar -
be cue, my mother was awak ened by noises in the house. When she opened
her eyes she saw a light com ing from the kitchen and she could hear me tal lic
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sounds, like pots and pans crash ing to gether. She was fright ened and tried
to wake up my fa ther. “Roo se velt, wake up! Some body's in the kitchen.” she 
whis pered.

My fa ther rolled over, tried to calm her with a kiss, and then whis pered back
to her, “It's just your imagi na tion, Betty, now go back to sleep.”

My mother was n't eas ily dis suaded by my fa ther's ex cuse to go back to sleep.
She rose from her bed and crept into my bed room to see that I was all right.
All she could find in my crib were pil lows and cov ers—but no An gel. She
thought, “Oh my God, An gel's been kid napped! And the bur glars must be
tak ing eve ry thing in the kitchen, too.” So she grabbed one of my toys for a
weapon and tip toed her way to the kitchen. She peeked around the cor ner.
There, much to her sur prise, she found me all bun dled up and sit ting un der a 
stool. I was hold ing a big slab of ribs and munch ing on them like it was the
thing to do. She could n't help but laugh out loud. At eleven months old, I
was dwarfed by the huge chunk of meat in my hands—and mouth. She said
that I was so en grossed in my feast that I did n't even look up when she came
into the room. It was such an un be liev able sight that she ran and got my fa -
ther so he could see me hold ing a rack of freshly cooked ribs, bar be cue sauce
all over my face, and my mouth stuffed full of juicy meat.

I was fas ci nated by things that moved. At four teen months, I bor rowed my
brother JoJo's skates. A neigh bor called my mom to re port that I was skat -
ing down the side walk. Mom had to work over time to keep up with me. It
was n't long, though, bef ore my abun dance of en ergy was chan neled into my 
true call ing and number one pas sion in life, sing ing.

Sing ing is my gift from God and is a ma jor pri or ity at such a young age.
Most of my sing ing was in spired at lo cal churches where my mother played
the pi ano for Sun day serv ices and other church func tions. I went to choir
prac tice and to church with my mom al most from the time that I was born.
It be came sec ond na ture for me to sing along. I memo rized the words of the
songs and hymns that the choir sang—even at age two and three—and it
was n't long bef ore I was ac tu ally sing ing bef ore the church con gre ga tion.
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Not only did I ac cept sing ing into my heart at a young age, but I ac cepted
God into my heart as well. And from that point, sing ing and the church be -
came one for me. I was sur rounded by spiri tual peo ple—my mother, my
aunts and un cles, and my grand par ents. My grand fa ther was the pas tor of a
church. I sang in the churches so much that peo ple rec og nized me as soon as
I en tered. Some pa rish ion ers even greeted me with a smile and a nick name.
They called me “Ma halia Jack son Num ber Two.”

Of course, I still had n't com pletely reck oned with my child ish in de pend -
ence. Most of the time when I was asked to bless the church with a solo, I
would jump at the re quest. But some times I did n't feel like sing ing. On one
such oc ca sion, I stated plainly, “I don't want to sing to day.”

One of the other pa rish ion ers rose to my sup port and shouted out, “If she
does n't want to sing to day, she does n't have to.” This seemed per fectly ac -
cept able to the pas tor and the con gre ga tion, but it was n't ac cept able to my
par ents.

When we got home that even ing, my mother had a se ri ous talk with me. In
her calm, moth erly way she said, “An gel, lis ten, I know that there are times
that you don't feel like sing ing. Honey, that's okay when you are sing ing for
your self. But when you are sing ing for the Lord, some times you have to
give when you don't want to. You need to share the beau ti ful gift that the
Lord gave you with oth ers. You never know when some one in the con gre -
ga tion needs to have his or her heart touched. You never know if this will be
your last time to touch oth ers. This is what God would want you to do.”
With tears in her eyes, she em braced me, gave me a hug, and kissed me good
night. I never re fused to sing in church again.

My tal ent and repu ta tion as a gos pel singer grew faster than I did. At age
two, I was in vited to sing on the Wil son Brother's gos pel mu sic pro gram
held at the Zion Mis sion ary Bap tist Church in East Palo Alto. Unity Church 
was like my sec ond home, though. I sang in the choir and was in volved in all
the chil dren's ac tivi ties. I was en cour aged and in spired by mem bers of the
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church. I was re spected be cause I was will ing to do God's will, and, with that 
fo cus, I al ways gained their sup port.

Still, I was chal lenged to har mo nize my out go ing, some times ag gres sive,
en ergy with my natu ral gift for song and my deeper call ing for cele brat ing
the spirit that I felt so strongly when I was in church. I was a nor mal child in
many ways. Like so many of the other chil dren that I grew up with, I loved
to run and play at the park and I loved to watch Ses ame Street. But I was also 
en cour aged in ways that most chil dren are not.

When I was five years old, my un cle, who is a min is ter, in vited my mother
and me to his con gre ga tion in De troit. He wanted me to be the head liner in
a gos pel con cert. Post ers placed around the De troit neigh bor hood pro -
claimed that “the mira cle baby” would per form in con cert on Sun day. The
ban ners and the tick ets read, “AN GE LITA BUR GESS IN CON CERT.”
The mas ter of cere mo nies in tro duced me as the “Lit tle An gel.” I was a small
child with a big voice, sing ing to sev eral hun dred peo ple—and I was as nerv -
ous as I could be.

As I be gan to sing, si lence spread over the audi ence. All that could be heard
was the quiet sound of my voice sing ing the words of a tra di tional hymn
that had been sung dur ing slav ery:

Pre cious Lord, take my hand,
Lead me on, let me stand,
I am tired, I am weak, I am worn.

As I sang, I could see faces light up in the audi ence. I could feel their
warmth; hands be gan to raise as if grav ity had been turned up ward. Peo ple's 
lips be gan to move; I could hear their voices prais ing the Lord. I was in -
spired and my voice grew strong.

Through the storm, through the night,
Lead me on, to the light,
Take my hand pre cious Lord, lead me home.
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As my first song ended, I was greeted with “Amen!” “Yes Lord!” and “Hal -
le lu jah!” There was al ways a great spirit of wor ship in the won der ful Bap tist
churches that I grew up in. They cer tainly loved to hear the praises of the
Lord in song, and eve ry body found a way to in volve them selves in the serv -
ice. Call and re sponse was part of every ser mon and every song.

Sing ing in De troit was a re mark able ex pe ri ence for me. I even earned $400
dol lars for sing ing. Get ting paid was strange though, be cause I al ways re -
garded my sing ing of the Lord's mu sic as giv ing tes ti mony rather than en ter -
tain ing peo ple. Get ting paid for giv ing tes ti mony did n't make sense, even to
this five- year- old.

I was deeply moved by the spirit of the church. When I was six, my Aunt
Ruby died. My mother was go ing to the fu neral, but she had n't in tended to
take me. I wanted to go the fu neral—I wanted to be in volved in eve ry thing
in the church, even in a serv ice for some one who had died. When my mom
de nied my re quest, I told her, in plead ing words, “I know about death,
mom. Please let me go to the fu neral!” She re lented. Two years later, I sang
Walk Around Heaven All Day for our neigh bor Ralph's fu neral.

As my sing ing ma tured, my op por tu ni ties to sing be came more fre quent. I
got to sing with the Soul Stir rers, a group from my com mu nity. My in de -
pend ent en er gies and my mu si cal tal ents con tin ued to blend, but not with -
out dif fi cul ties. I still had more en ergy than I knew what to do with. To
chan nel my physi cal exu ber ance, my mom en rolled me in a bal let class. In
class all the other lit tle girls were do ing the teacher's dance rou tines. Not
me; I was run ning, div ing, and do ing flips and som er saults. I had fun on the
mats. My an tics drove my teacher crazy and dis tracted the other lit tle girls.
So mom took me out of bal let and en rolled me in gym nas tics.

In the first grade, I en rolled in the South Bay Chris tian School. I re mem ber
be ing proud of the lit tle red dress that I was wear ing on the first day of
school. I was ex cited by the idea of school, but I had a hard time con form ing
to the regi men ta tion of school. It seemed to me that most of the lit tle kids
had their mis chie vous streaks, like I did, but that the other lit tle kids would
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tell on me when I did some thing to them. I did n't know the game, so it did -
n't oc cur to me to tell on them. Con se quently, I was seen as the per pe tra tor.
When I fi nally fig ured out the game, I added a twist of my own. I bit my self
and blamed it on a lit tle boy that had been both er ing me the most; he got in
trou ble. At the end of the year, be cause of my be hav ior, the school did n't in -
vite me back for the next grade. It worked out okay for us though. By then
my mother was a sin gle par ent. She worked hard to sup port me and the
$300 tui tion for school was a hard ship. So she en rolled me in a pub li c
school.

I at tended Theur erkauf School for grades two through four. It was an ex cit -
ing time for me so cially; I made lots of friends. Then on to Crit ten den
School for fifth through eighth grades. I was al ways ac tive, some times more 
than what the teacher wanted, but I learned to ap ply much of my en ergy to
run ning, all kinds of sports, and danc ing. Sing ing, of course, still ranked as
my fa vor ite ac tiv ity. I be gan to write po etry and mu sic. Some of my teach ers 
asked me if they could keep my writ ings. I felt spe cial and was in spired to
write even more.

When I was nine, mom thought that I would bene fit from for mal mu sic
train ing, so she en rolled me in Chuck's Acad emy of Mu sic. The in struc tors
helped me to train and con trol my voice. Dur ing this pe ri od, I re ceived a
Good Neigh bor Award and sang at the Mar tin Lu ther King, Jr. Holi day
Break fast spon sored by the city of San Jose. The mayor com mended the
award win ners and thanked me af ter my song.

My sing ing in the church con tin ued. I re call my mom tell ing friends that,
“An gel filled the church with the Holy Spirit.” I would get em bar rassed
when she praised me too much. I was both em bar rassed and hum bled when
she would say to her friends, “I've never known a per son so young that has
such tal ent and, at the same time, knows and loves the Lord.”

Our fam ily had a deep faith and trust in God; we learned through my grand -
mother and the church. We built our lives around the church and we trusted
in God to guide us in our eve ry day life so we could en dure. Life was n't easy
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for us; mom worked hard to sup port our fam ily. God brought us through
so much and we de pended on him for eve ry thing.

When I was ten, I par tici pated in a sing ing com pe ti tion. I sang the spiri tual,
I'm Look ing for a Mira cle! Dur ing my song, a woman got the Holy Ghost.
She jumped up and she shouted. She praised God right there; she was n't
self- conscious or in timi dated. She was in God's hands be cause, af ter the
Holy Spirit took con trol, she had no con trol over her body and mind.

Af ter wards, the lady said she had n't gone to church that morn ing; in stead
she had a pre mo ni tion to come to the com pe ti tion. She told me that I had
helped her touch God. I did n't win the con test, but I felt that I had served a
greater pur pose. Some of the peo ple in at ten dance told me that I would win
in a much big ger way an other day. I felt that I had al ready had a win ning
day. My mom says that the Lord must have sent us to the com pe ti tion to in -
spire that lady's heart.

I did n't al ways sing alone. I was also part of the church choir. We had so
many big, strong voices in the choir that I had to shout my mes sage to be
heard in the har mony of so many voices. When our choir rose up and sang
the praises, I felt as if we were touched by the Holy Spirit. I loved to har mo -
nize with the choir and the con gre ga tion; it was as if we sang with one voice. 
I ex pe ri enced one level of per sonal har mony when I sang my so los, but I ex -
pe ri enced quite an other level of har mony when I sang with the choir.

When I was eleven- years- old, some mem bers of our church started a street
min is try to move the drugs out of our com mu nity. On week ends we went
into the neigh bor hoods where home less peo ple, drug ad dicts, and drug
push ers hang out. I sang songs and our group de liv ered the word to the peo -
ple. Some of the hard- core peo ple would leave. Those that stayed could lis -
ten to the word of God with out hav ing to be both ered by peo ple who
were n't in ter ested.

When I got to high school, I be came in volved in ac tivi ties that nour ished me 
and my school mates. I helped start a gos pel choir with Ta mika and some of
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the other girls at school. We called our group the Voices of Light. I joined the 
Los Al tos Step pers, a pre ci sion drill team—with soul. I also en rolled in The
Learn ing Com mu nity; I needed room to be my self and I wanted to help
make school more ex cit ing. I knew some of the peo ple that had been in the
pro gram, and they all talked about hav ing grown per son ally and hav ing
built a com mu nity to gether. I wanted to do some thing spe cial in high
school and I needed more flexi bil ity in my life.

I was try ing to bal ance a blos som ing pro fes sional sing ing ca reer with my
school ac tivi ties and my sing ing in the church choir. I had made some ap -
pear ances in con cert as a fea tured vo cal ist with rap per M. C. Ham mer and I
got to rec ord a popu lar song and a gos pel song on his CD. I even got to per -
form on tele vi sion with him on the Ar senio Hall Show and Soul Train. It
looked as if I would be do ing more of this. Yet, I still had to deal with high
school and with my per sonal life.

One of the stud ies that par ticu larly in ter ested me in The Learn ing Com mu -
nity was Psy cho logi cal Sys tems. It was a course that our teacher had de vel -
oped over the years that ex plored mod els of per son al ity and spiri tu al ity. It
was n't at all as I thought it would be—rats run ning around in mazes, men in
white coats look ing in side peo ple's heads, or crazy peo ple in an asy lum. It
was much more per sonal. I dis cov ered why I do the things I do, what I
could do to get along bet ter with oth ers, and how my view of the world
com pared with oth ers.

I did n't need help from school to un der stand my pur pose on the
Earth—that came from my church, but I did need help to un der stand why
and how I con tinu ally got off track. My ever- present ques tion was, “Why
don't I al ways do the things that I really know I should do?” I was at home
with the spiri tual world that I knew in side me—the Spirit is per fect. But I
was not as at home with all my day- to- day ac tions. Life was not so per fect.
Some times, I felt like that lit tle An gel, still en rolled in bal let class, tum bling
on the mat while the rest of the class did pir ou ettes. I wanted to un der stand
my self in the world so that I could be the Chris tian that I wanted to be.
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At the be gin ning of my first year in The Learn ing Com mu nity, I watched
care fully to make sure that the teach ings in psy chol ogy did n't con flict with
my faith. I no ticed that my class mates grew and changed in ways that they
wanted to change and that they did not change their faith. As I be gan to get
in volved in the semi nars, I be gan to change as well. My mother was pleased
as my at ti tude and be hav ior be came more posi tive.

I learned many things about my self. I learned that events in my past, some of 
which I had even for got ten, in flu enced the way I re sponded to peo ple and
cir cum stances. As I thought back to im por tant events in my life, I wrote
about them in my jour nal, and dis cussed them in the group, I no ticed that I
be gan to act more from aware ness and less from re ac tion. I lis tened to other
stu dent's sto ries as well. I was deeply touched by Greg as he shared his story; 
he was so open and hon est.

Some times, I at tempted to res cue oth ers when they were be ing con fronted
for not be ing re spon si ble—I came to re al ize that it was my way of pro tect -
ing my self from be ing re spon si ble. There were times when I wanted to leap
in and stop my peers when they con fronted Ta mika about be ing late. I had
my own prob lems with be ing on time.

I found that I en gaged in “flight” or “fight” re ac tions when I was con -
fronted—more of ten in fight—and tried to ma nipu late peo ple by shear
force and by be ing right. I got re ac tive when I got pinned down by the
group or caught in a game. I did n't agree with Jer emy's seem ingly rac ist at ti -
tude, but I squirmed when he got pinned down.

I de vel oped ways of keep ing oth ers at bay or pro tect ing my self from the
truth about my self. I dis cov ered that I ra tion al ized my be hav iors or de nied
my re spon si bil ity. It was eas ier to see these de fenses in oth ers—I no ticed
them most in Shawn. Many times I did n't own up to my be hav iors un til well 
af ter the event had passed.

I learned lots of things that helped me un der stand my self bet ter. I learned
that I was an extroverted- sensation- thinking- judging type. My ten den cies
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were dif fer ent from those of oth ers, yet all of us acted out our types. It was
re as sur ing to know that my unique ness was okay.

I saw how I could shift from be ing a “criti cal par ent” to be ing an “an gry, re -
bel lious child” dur ing the heat of con flict with my mother. I ex peri mented
with more ef fec tive ap proaches in deal ing with her; it was eas ier to re solve
things when I was n't so re ac tive. I learned how I hide from my own abili ties
and, at times, set tle for less than the best for my self. Cer tainly this was true
in my con tracted stud ies. Also, I dis cov ered that I could un der stand my self
bet ter by watch ing how my body re acts to stress. Some times I as sumed a de -
fen sive pos ture as Shawn did when he got up set.

As my fel low stu dents and I be came more self- aware, we learned how to be
more ef fec tive with one an other. We con fronted our peers when they were
act ing like vic tims and asked them to be re spon si ble, to take charge, and not
to go into self- pity. We chal lenged each other to be aware of the truth of our
ac tions in stead of pro ject ing, re act ing, or de ny ing. We urged each other to
use “I” mes sages and to be hon est about our feel ings. We learned theo ries
about group dy nam ics and ap plied them to our group. We in sisted that
group con flicts be re solved—no mat ter how long they took. And, we al ways 
brought dis putes back to the prin ci ple of gain ing per sonal power by tak ing
re spon si bil ity for one self and one's ac tions.

In the fi nal analy sis, I learned that, with all my new aware ness of who I am, it 
is up to me to take charge of my life and make it work. The more I learned
and be came aware and the more I en gaged in con struc tive con fron ta tions,
the more my daily be hav ior changed. A more healthy, socially- conscious
An gel be gan to ap pear. Oh, I was n't per fect. I had re lapses; some times I got
mad or pulled back from the group. But I could tell that a sub tle change was
tak ing place in my per son al ity. I felt freer; I felt more re spon si ble; I felt
more power in my daily life. It was as if a heavy hood was slowly be ing lifted
off my head and my vi sion was get ting clearer.

I found my self go ing home and teach ing my fam ily and friends some of the
les sons that we were learn ing. It was in ter est ing to see our les sons move
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from per sonal aware ness to per sonal power to per sonal re spon si bil ity. I
liked the way we pro gressed from per sonal har mony to group har mony and
I was cu ri ous to see how this could be taken to the next level. We dis cussed
how moral rea son ing pro gresses natu rally from “What can I get for my self?” 
to “What is my duty to oth ers?” to “What can we agree to do to gether?” I
was es pe cially in trigued by the fi nal ques tion: “What prin ci ples guide your
be hav ior in help ing to cre ate a bet ter world?” Sec ond se mes ter, this ques -
tion be came the guid ing ques tion for our de ci sion mak ing. I felt that I was
in the pro cess of clean ing and sharp en ing the fo cus of my spiri tual lens so
that I could be a bet ter per son in the world. I was de vel op ing a health ier an -
chor in the ma te rial world and I looked for ward to ap ply ing this new clar ity
to my spiri tual life.

As our group's aware ness, abil ity to re solve con flict, and decision- making
im proved, we made ready for tak ing ac tion in the world. The na ture of our
Psy cho logi cal Sys tems course changed as well. We had been con cerned with 
un der stand ing per son al ity and group dy nam ics to this point. Now we were
about to shift our em pha sis to un der stand ing spiri tu al ity. We had had a
glimpse of the Plains In di ans' spiri tual view of life at the be gin ning of the
year when we had stud ied Seven Ar rows by Hyemeyohsts Storm, a Na tive
Ameri can author. Dur ing the sec ond se mes ter, we ex plored the phi loso -
phies of the ma jor re lig ions of the world. Dur ing that time we were in tro -
duced, briefly, to some of the ma jor spiri tual sys tems of the east: Bud dhism,
Hin du ism, Tao ism, Sufism, and Yoga.

Gary told us that his ap proach in Psy cho logi cal Sys tems was “an in vi ta tion
to join oth ers on the path of seek ing wis dom.” He ac knowl edged that we
each had our own per sonal set of be liefs. He sug gested that by study ing
other ma jor be lief sys tems in the world, we might gain in sights into the
mind of the hu man spe cies. His in vi ta tion was for us to at tempt to un der -
stand other paths for their in sight into hu man na ture. That way, in un der -
stand ing the spirit of each be lief sys tem, we might get some in sight into the
fun da men tal na ture of hu man be ings.
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I was con fused by all of this so I spoke up, “I don't need to dis cover the truth
through these sys tems; I al ready know it through my faith.”

Gary re plied, “Your per sonal views are valid for you, An gel. I re spect you
for the strength of your re lig ious be liefs. My goal in the semi nar is to help
you un der stand and ap pre ci ate the at tempts that other cul tures around the
world have made to bring their view of the world into daily life. As we un -
der stand spiri tual prac tices and sys tems that hu mans have built over the cen -
tu ries, we may gain fur ther un der stand ing into the na ture of hu man
be ings.”

Pri vately I re mained con fused. I looked at dif fer ent sides of my life. I had al -
ways been taught by my church that there is only one truth. My fam ily and
my cul ture con firmed and re in forced the teach ings of the church. I grew up
as a cute lit tle girl with a beau ti ful voice. The voice, my mother told me, was
given to me by God to do his work. I won dered if I would still be do ing
God's work if I worked with peo ple that did n't be lieve what I be lieve. I won -
dered also how they could be do ing God's work if they did n't be lieve what I
be lieve.

At this point Jenny spoke up. “An gel, I had some of your same con cerns last
year when we stud ied spiri tual sys tems. I've been a Mor mon since I was
eight and I think that I have be come a bet ter Mor mon from study ing other
re lig ions.” I let my con cerns go for the time be ing, but I watched cau tiously
and tried to be ob jec tive.

Gary went on to of fer a meta phor to help us un der stand his ap proach:

Imag ine a large, hol low lead sphere in the mid dle of the room that con -
tains the truth about the uni verse. Imag ine that hu man be ings across
the cen tu ries have probed this sphere to un der stand its hid den mes sage. 
The ex plo ra tion for truth is like drill ing a hole into the sphere. A per son
look ing into that hole gains one per spec tive to the truth hid den within.
As this “truth” is spo ken or writ ten, it rep re sents a point of view of the
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larger, whole truth. Oth ers, who might jour ney to that view point, see
the truth from the point of view of that en try point.

As other en try points are es tab lished and as other points of view are
elabo rated upon, ad di tional in sights about the ul ti mate truth are re -
vealed. Over time, as more en tries are made known, a greater sense of
the mys tery of the sphere is re vealed. Some points of view seem con tra -
dic tory and some ver sions of the truth are lim ited by their lan guage or
in ter pre ta tion. In the end, each seeker of the truth is left to in ter pret his
or her ver sion of the truth, to ac cept a given truth, to sim ply con clude
that we will never have enough in for ma tion to really know, or to con -
clude that the sphere con tains noth ing.

Each of us in the class has his or her own spiri tual per spec tive. You live
in a pre domi nantly Judeo- Christian cul ture al though some of you may
be Bud dhist, Hindu, Mus lim, or a mem ber of some other world re lig ion.
Some of you may still be seek ing a re lig ious af filia tion. Some of you may
be ag nos tic, be liev ing that we, as mere mor tals, just don't know the
deeper se crets of the uni verse. Some of you may be athe ists who sim ply
don't be lieve in a god. It is a per sonal choice how you wish to func tion in
the world—and in this semi nar.

Whether you are a per son who has com mit ted to a re lig ious path or you
are a per son who has no in ter est in com mit ting to a path, you can view
our class ex pe ri ence as sim ply a way to un der stand other cul tures and
be liefs—view it as an in tel lec tual ex er cise. A per son who is look ing for a
spiri tual path will only get a brief over view from our study—you will
have to look else where if  you wish to look deeper into any of these sys -
tems. A per son who has an in ner spiri tual life but no wish to com mit to
an es tab lished re lig ion might use this ex pe ri ence to get some clar ity into
the na ture of spiri tu al ity. The way you use the in for ma tion you ob tain
from this class is en tirely up to you.

In the first Psy cho logi cal Sys tems semi nar of the new se mes ter, we were
given an op por tu nity to share our spiri tual cos molo gies. We shared our core 
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be liefs about life and death and ana lyzed how those be liefs af fect the way we
live. Each per son took a few min utes to share how he or she saw the world;
eve ry one else lis tened and learned. I was amazed at the di ver sity in our
group. Some stu dents de scribed main stream Chris tian be liefs—Bap tist,
Pres by te rian, Lu theran, Meth od ist, Epis co pa lian, and Catho lic. Oth ers de -
scribed be liefs with which I was un fa mil iar—Uni tar ian and Sikhism. Our
dis cus sion was an eye- opener for most of us. Some did n't know the dif fer -
ence be tween Prot es tants and Catho lic; oth ers did n't know that both re lig -
ions were Chris tian. Still oth ers did n't know that Ju da ism was based on the
Old Tes ta ment and pro vided a com mon base to both Prot es tants and
Catho lics.

A big sur prise for me was hear ing some of our stu dents—some of them
good stu dents and lead ers—say that they were ag nos tics or athe ists. My big -
gest sur prise was hear ing Adri enne say that she did n't be lieve in an ex ter nal
source of God, that spirit ex isted in eve ry one and eve ry thing. She said for
her, “It does n't mat ter whether there is a God or not. In ei ther case, I would
live a life guided by my prin ci ples. I would still love and be kind to eve ry -
one.” She added, “Be ing spiri tual is no tic ing that the birds are sing ing and
the sun is shin ing.” I could n't un der stand how Adri enne, of all peo ple in the
class, could be so com mit ted, so hard work ing, and so posi tive with out get -
ting her mo ti va tion from God.

When it was my time to share, I spoke proudly of my faith. I de scribed it in
de tail—how those that were good would go to heaven on Judg ment Day
and how those who were sin ners would have to live for seven years on the
Earth with one last chance to re deem them selves. I made it clear that you
had to be saved in or der to go to Heaven and that all those who were not
saved and who had n't ac cepted Je sus as their sav ior would go to Hell on
Judg ment Day. This as ser tion set off an in tense dis cus sion in our class room.

Jer emy asked if I be lieved that he, an ag nos tic, would go to Hell. I said,
“Yes, but you could con vert and be saved.” Oth ers asked what I thought
about their re lig ions. I re peated my be lief that they would n't get into
Heaven—they did n't like to hear that I would be saved and they would n't.
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Janna as serted, “There are many paths to God. It does n't mat ter which path
you chose. What's im por tant is how you live your life.” Oth ers said that they 
agreed.

I held my ground. “There is only one way,” I said. It was n't a popu lar com -
ment among many of our group. Some even got up set; it was like the tem -
pera ture of the room rose by ten de grees.

Gary stepped in bef ore it got out of hand. He re minded us, “This pro cess
was meant to give peo ple an op por tu nity to share their be liefs. Each per son
is en ti tled to have his or her be liefs, and one's re lig ion is not sub ject to de -
bate!” He asked us to re spect each other's dif fer ences and learn from one an -
other. He said that we needed to find com mon ground so that we could
work to gether.

Then he re cited a poem, Abou Ben Ad hem by James Henry Leigh Hunt, that 
he had learned in the sixth grade. It was about a man who was awak ened in
the mid dle of the night by an an gel who was writ ing in a golden book. When 
he asked her what she was writ ing, the an gel re plied, “the names of those
who love the Lord.” He asked her if his name was in the book, and she said
that it was not. “Write me then, as one who loves his fel low men,” Abou
said. The next night, the an gel re ap peared and showed Abou the book, and
“Lo! Ben Ad hem's name led all the rest.”

We went on with the semi nar. The dis cus sion that I had ini ti ated cast a cer -
tain dis cord that re ver ber ated through the group. I knew clearly that I was
right in my be liefs and yet, given the re sent ment that my re marks left, I felt
con fused how to con tinue. How was our group ever go ing to achieve a
com mon pur pose when we had such di verse be liefs? How could we go be -
yond our dif fer ences and unite be hind com mon prin ci ples to cre ate larger
goals? I just did n't know how.

I thought back over some of the things that we had learned. I wanted to take
per sonal re spon si bil ity for my ac tion. How was I help ing to cre ate this feel -
ing of dis cord in our group? I thought back over my life. There have been
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many times when I've been in com plete har mony with a group and times
when I have n't felt com pletely in tune. As I sat there, I felt a tight ness in the
pit of my stom ach—some thing was n't right. I tried to un der stand what
prin ci ples were in volved in this is sue. I knew that my be liefs were not ne go -
tia ble, but then no one was ask ing me to give up my be liefs. The real an tago -
nism was com ing from peo ple feel ing that they were wrong.

My church taught me that I was al ways a voice of God, but it also taught me
that, if a per son was n't in ter ested in my mes sage, I needed to re spect his or
her wishes. The hard thing for me to ad mit was that I may have helped cre -
ate ten sion in the group by in vali dat ing some of the other stu dent's be liefs
with out even re al iz ing it. I had a hard time sort ing out be ing right and do -
ing wrong at the same time. It took a long time for me to put it all to gether.

As the year pro gressed, I re al ized that the group needed to find a way to
work to gether. I wanted to find a way to make my con tri bu tion. We needed
to find a way to get eve ry one to work to ward some com mon good. On one
hand, we had to be faith ful to our per sonal be liefs and val ues and, on the
other hand, we had to find ways to unite our group be hind some com mon
prin ci ples. To do this we needed to ac cept our dif fer ences and be tol er ant of
each other's be liefs, then find ways to work to gether. I was n't sure how this
was go ing to hap pen. I needed more in sight.

I thought back to criti cal times in my life when I had needed to pull my self
to gether. Usu ally when things were n't work ing out for me, it was be cause
my body, my emo tions, and my mind were each call ing me in a dif fer ent di -
rec tion. I had to lis ten for a deeper voice in side me to lead a har mony of all
my voices. When I could go within, my ac tions be came har mo ni ous. It was
no dif fer ent from har mo niz ing with my church choir. When each mem ber
of the choir lent his or her voice to a higher pur pose, our choir made beau ti -
ful mu sic.

I thought back to ear lier in the school year. Some of my in ner voices had
been call ing me in dif fer ent di rec tions. I no ticed that these voices were start -
ing to change. One of these voices used to be quick to judge peo ple—now I
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am train ing that voice to be more ac cept ing. An other in ner voice stated a
feel ing; I at tached my self to that voice. I was un able to sepa rate my per sonal
feel ings from the real teach ing of my faith. As the year has pro gressed, I have 
been get ting bet ter at tell ing the dif fer ence. Now, I am bet ter able to de tach
my self from the per sonal feel ing and ex press the real voice.

My new per spec tive has helped me to voice to my self that “we are all God's
chil dren.” I re al ize how much bet ter that is than my say ing, “I have the an -
swer.” It helps me to see and it en cour ages me to look more deeply into my
re lig ion. I am able to re late to my peers with a clearer voice. I am able to ap -
proach peo ple with a posi tive, non- offending voice. My mes sage has be -
come more har mo ni ous now. Peo ple are will ing to lis ten to me when I am
will ing to har mo nize with them.

I re al ize that each mem ber of The Learn ing Com mu nity has strong val ues
and prin ci ples. To gether we have a higher pur pose—eve ry one is in agree -
ment that we want to work to gether to make a dif fer ence in the world. Like
the voices in the choir, each of our voices is unique. We can raise our unique
voices in har mony to make a dif fer ence. I re al ize that it is the dif fer ence in
the voices that cre ates the har mony and it is the pur pose in the col lec tive
voices that cre ates the mel ody. I want to join the other voices in our group
and cre ate more har mony in the world, the kind that brings joy and hap pi -
ness into other peo ple's lives.
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