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Adapted from a paper given at AACEUs confer-
ence on Spirituality and Learning: Refining
Meaning, Value, and Inclusion in Higher Edu-
cation, April 2002

VISITING PARIS FIRST
N 1245-48 while a student of Albertus Mag-
nus, Thomas Aquinas listened not only to the
teachings of orthodox masters at the cathedral
school of Notre Dame de Paris, but like so
many others he went as well to the heterodox
lectures offered in the famous rue du Fouarre or
“street of straw,” as Dante called it, that ran
beside St. Julien le Pauvre on the Left Bank in
the Latin Quarter. We can imagine the young
Thomas seated in the straw-strewn street,
where teachers and students discussed forbid-
den tenets of Greek philosophy in the shad-
ows of the great cathedral school of Paris.
Thomas himself would later teach in Paris and
compose his synthesis of Christian theology
and secular Greek philosophy, which ironi-
cally was roundly condemned for a time. Dur-
ing precisely this period the Western univer-
sity emerged from the womb of the cathedral
schools of Europe, and the new institutions
owed much to the heretical open-air disputa-
tions that took place in the street of straw.
Caught between the powerful forces of dog-
matic Christian theology and the newly re-
covered secular philosophy of Aristotle, it re-
quired figures such as Aquinas to propose a
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plausible resolution to the so-called Scholastic
Controversy.

Today we find ourselves at the onset of a
“controversy” concerning the place of spiritual-
ity in our now mature secular college and uni-
versity system that is similar to that of the
thirteenth century. I feel the implications of
the current interest in spirituality in higher
education may prove to be of comparable sig-
nificance for the future of liberal education.
We are being asked to examine the often-
unacknowledged presuppositions that guide
higher education and that can stifle the legiti-
mate exploration of our larger human con-
cerns, including what we can call our moral
and spiritual concerns. As we seek ro address
the essentials of art and science, or as we in-
vestigate the pressing issues of the ethics of
biotechnology or environmental and social
justice issues, we should make use of the deep-
est insights we can access. Further, many fac-
ulty and administrators are exploring the in-
clusion of contemplative practices in their
work and are finding them of genuine benefit
in teaching, research, and student life. These
are developments in which I have been in-
volved for many years, and which [ support. Yer,
as the new situation unfolds, it will be impera-
tive to consider carefully the basis for inclu-
sion of the contemplative and spiritual, and
the means by which we accomplish this end.

[ wish to make clear at the outset that [ am
not advocating a return to a religious basis for
liberal learning. While I support religious plural-
ism and religious life on our campuses outside
the classroom, I am suggesting that a new and
more radical re-conception is called for, one
that reframes the knowledge project in the
academy so as to include contemplative meth-
ods and the insights that can result from these
methods of inquiry. By the word “spiritual” |
am referring to those immaterial dimensions
of life that give it meaning and purpose, and
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which have lived at the heart of liberal educa-
tion since its inception. | am advocating for
appropriate ways of including the contemplative
and spiritual within the disciplines themselves.
While we can learn much from our Christian,
Buddhist, and other religious colleagues, we
can and should find ways of transforming the
disciplines themselves in the light of a broader,
contemplative, and spiritual perspective.

One issue above all others must be addressed
for this transformation to occur. If spirituality
is to become a legitimate concern within the
academy, then it must be properly reconciled
with the central objectives of liberal higher
educartion. In 1644 the founders of Harvard
adopted the single Latin word Veritas or Truth
as their motto. I would argue that if spirituality
is to be seen as a legitimate part of liberal edu-
cation then we must demonstrate its relation-
ship to Veritas. In the absence of such an under-
standing, spirituality will always be construed
as extracurricular or a complement to educa-
tion at best, and a delusory distraction at worst.
Therefore, while the scope of the relationship
between spirituality and higher education is
surely far broader, | will concentrate my re-
marks on the primary relationship between
spirituality and the search for true insights into
our world and ourselves, which is the heart of
our teaching and research. In my view, the
greatest accomplishments of the arts and sci-
ences have relied on this source, and as schol-
ars and teachers, we can attend to it as well.

Emerging trend
Several outer signs indicare that a quiet but
significant shift is underway in the attitudes
and work of many faculty, staff, and academic
administrators. With increasing frequency
they are speaking openly about their interest
in the contemplative and spiritual dimensions
of higher education and are taking steps to ex-
plore ways to integrate them sensibly into
their work. [ cannot provide a comprehensive
overview here, but a sample will indicate the
deep reconsideration currently taking place
across campuses of all kinds: public and pri-
vate universities, non-denominartional liberal
arts colleges, professional schools, as well as
faith-based institutions of higher education.
AAC&U’s 2002 conference on “Spirituality
and Learning” was but the most recent in a

series of such conferences. President Diana
Chapman Walsh (Wellesley College) and



Chancellor David Scott (University of Massa-
chusetts at Amherst) sponsored landmark
conferences on spirituality in higher educa-
tion in 1999 and 2000 respectively, to which
many hundreds of academics came.

One of the most interesting initiatives has
been the Academic Program of the Center for
Contemplative Mind in Society.! Over the
last six years they have worked closely with
the American Council of Learned Societies
(ACLS) to grant 100 “contemplative practice
fellowships” to full-time faculty to support the
development of courses at over eighty institu-
tions ranging from poetry and contemplation
at West Point, to contemplating the cosmos at
UC Santa Cruz, and contemplative practice
and health at the University of Arkansas. As a
member of the Academic Program Committee
and a reader of the many applications submit-
ted to the ACLS each year, [ was consistently
struck by the promise evidenced in each appli-
cant’s efforts (o integrate the contemplative
into their specialized subject area. In retrospect
students and the faculty giving these courses
have judged most of them highly successful.

In a separate Contemplative Law Program,
the Center works with law students and pro-
fessors from Yale, and increasingly from other
law schools in New England and the Bay area.
They participate in a “law retreat” that teaches
law students and professors sitting and walking
meditation, yoga and exercise, as well as en-
gaging them in deep conversations ahout how
to integrate contemplative practices into a life
of law. In a related meeting, in March 2002,
the Harvard Negotiation Law Review hosted
a symposium focused on the connections be-
tween mindfulness meditation and dispute
resolution, 2

Another locus of the exploration has been
the relationship between science, values, and
spirituality. To this end several organizations
and institutes have emerged in recent years
dedicated to the understanding and develop-
ment of science within a contemplative and
spiritual framework. [ will mention two of
which | am a part, although there are many
others as well,
¢ The Mind and Life Institute has organized

several intensive five-day dialogues with

scientists, the Dalai Lama, and other

Buddhist scholars on themes such as

destructive emotions, the new physics, and

the study of consciousness.’

® The Kira Institute has held five summer
schools bringing distinguished faculty in
the sciences and philosophy together with
talented graduate students to explore sci-
ence, values, and spirituality.*

In a related development, over the past two
years Frederique Apffel-Marglin (Smith Col-
lege, anthropology) and I have instigated a
Five College Faculty Seminar on New Episte-
mologies and Contemplation. It explores the
ways in which contemplation can provide
novel avenues for deepening our teaching and
research. The circle of Five College faculty
now involved has reached sixty, and it has
stimulated even larger initiatives among Five
College staff and administrators. Events on
our campuses have drawn close to 1,000 stu-
dents, staff, and faculty participants.

[ have only been able to touch on a few of
the outward signs that are known to me and
which signal a deep engagement with the
issue of spirituality and higher education.

Barriers and maps
Formidable barriers block the integration of
contemplation and spirituality into higher edu-
cation. At least in the U.S., the constitutional
and legal barriers even in public institutions do
not appear to be a real problem, at least if one’s
approach is not based in a specific faith tradi-
tion. We are teaching young adults, not chil-
dren, and so different standards than in elemen-
tary schools apply. The institutional barriers
that do exist are mostly informal and take the
form of academic peer pressure to eschew
approaches involving spiritual or even moral
and philosophical analysis of the disciplines.
We should not underestimate the powerful ef-
fect this pressure has on the open exploration of
important issues within the disciplines, espe-
cially by junior faculty. This is all the more
ironic, and even tragic, because the academy
ostensibly commits itself to completely open in-
quiry, yet quietly dismisses at the outset certain
domains or methodologies as out-of-bounds.
But to my mind the real barriers are con-
ceptual. The two leading issues I term the
“wrong map” problem and the “epistemologi-
cal challenge.” In my thirty years of work with
contemplation, spirituality, and science, these
appear to me the crucial issues. When consid-
ering the relationship between spirituality and
higher education an intellectual map pops to
mind that looks something like the following.
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Wrong Map
Religion | Science
Faith | Reason
Moral Code | Natural Knowledge

Values | Facts

Neo-Orthodox—Karl Barth
NOMA—Stephen J. Gould

Credit: Arthur Zajonc

Religion, faith, moral code, values, etc. are
on one side while science, reason, natural
knowledge, and facts are on the other side.
When asked what the goal of liberal educa-
tion is, most would point to the side of knowl-
edge and facts. We are not in the business of
promulgating a faith or even a specific set of
moral positions, although we may treat the
difficulties of moral reasoning in a postmod-
ern landscape. Spirituality is unreflectively as-
signed to the left side of the divide, lumped
together with religion. Yet, I maintain that
this division is hasty and improper. [t pre-
sumes that there is no empirical dimension to
spirituality, nor the possibility of spiritual cog-
nition or insight. In my own experience the
evidence is to the contrary, and [ am sup-
ported in this by diverse traditions of contem-
plative practice. Spirituality cannot be pi-
geonholed on one side of the map or the other
but has a place in both. I will return to the
empirical and cognitive dimensions of spiritu-
ality shortly.

The “wrong map” goes back at least as far as
Luther and Melanchthon in the West, but it
has received considerable support more re-
cently, for example, through the writings of
the Protestant theologian Karl Barth and the
distinguished Harvard biologist Stephen Jay
Gould. Barth'’s “neo-orthodoxy” distinguishes
sharply between two realms of truth, one
given to natural scientists through reasoning
from facts, and the other given to theologians
who explicate revealed moral and religious
truths.® Barth stood firmly behind this divi-
sion, going so far as refusing to participate in
the so-called “Goettingen conversations”
with nuclear physicists on the ethical implica-
tions of atomic energy. Only theologians
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could speak to moral issues, he argued, so
there could be nothing to discuss with physi-
cists whose sole domain of competency was
physics. Likewise in one of his last books, Gould
advocated for NOMA or Non-Overlapping
Magisteria dividing natural knowledge and
moral judgment from one another in a radical
way. Thus, from the side of science as well as
theology once again the wrong map is rein-
forced. It stands like a peace treaty between
warring factions defining the territory over
which each party asserts control.

Within a limired range of application and
in certain historical situations, one can appre-
ciate the utility of this arrangement. We
should not, however, raise it from a heuristic
compromise to an all-encompassing principle.
In what follows [ will argue, quite to the con-
trary of Gould and Barth, that it is not only
possible but in most instances highly desirable
to seek a cognitive spirituality that redraws the
map they have reified. On this new map we
locate spirituality on the side of knowledge
and veritas. Within this reconfigured frame-
work the inclusion of spiritual considerations
into teaching and research is not only possible
but also of special significance. We obtain
thereby a more comprehensive understanding
and appreciation of every field. Extending our
methods of inquiry to include contemplative
forms of engagement only enhances the study
of poetry, the arts, and natural phenomena.
Neglecting the contemplative and spiritual
aspects of life is equivalent to neglecting half
the facts, as we make crucial decisions con-
cerning health care, the education of our chil-
dren, and the formation of economic policies
that shape so much of our common life
around the globe. All these areas and many
others beg to have the deepest and fullest re-
search possible, including the pertinent con-
templative insights and spiritual considera-
tions, prior to making decisions. We should be
educating for this comprehensive view.

Meeting the epistemological challenge

In order to redraw the map in a manner better
suited to higher education we must meer the
“epistemological challenge.” That is, we need
to offer a plausible basis for knowledge that
can extend beyond a reducrionist, materialis-
tic ontology to one that is inclusive of con-
templative and spiritual experience. In the
space available I can offer little more that an



indication of how these founda-
tions can indeed be established.
My fundamental line of reasoning
is that we have neglected one as-
pect of cognition in favor of an-
other. Once we have redressed this
imbalance by including both, then
the basis for knowledge will be suf-
ficiently broad to fully include aes-
thetic, moral, and spiritual cogni-
tion. Moreover, it will become
clear that we have made use of this
modality of cognition throughout
human history, but we have re-
cently discounted it or reduced it
improperly to somerhing else.

In our modern conception of
cognition we have a well-devel-
oped treatment of analytical or
critical reasoning generally mod-
eled on compuration. By contrast
we have a poorly developed treat-
ment of another dimension of cog-
nition that is especially pertinent
to contemplative insight, what we
might call the synthetic capacity
for perceptive judgment. The Pla-
tonists already distinguished be-
tween these two types of knowing,
denoting ratiocination or logical
reasoning by the term dianoia and
contrasting it with the direct per-
ception of truth they termed epis-
teme.* We find a parallel distinc-
tion in Indo-Tiberan Buddhist
epistemology in their recognition
of two forms of cognition, the first
being “valid inference” and the
“direct perception.” In Kant there
is an analogous distinction between
Verstand and Vernunft that was picked up and
developed by Goethe and Coleridge * In order
to include contemplative and spiritual in-
sights in the full view of knowledge we will
need both.

An essential part of liberal learning is not
only mastery of the methodologies of our dis-
ciplines, but also knowledge of their limita-
tions and problems. Rational analysis is a
powerful methodology. In science, and in-
creasingly in other disciplines, we analyze the
world by using what the quantum physicist Er-
win Schroedinger called the principle of ob-

Extending our methods of inquiry to include
contemplative forms of engagement only enhances
second, knowledge attained via the study of poetry, the arts, and natural phenomena

jectification, which removes the “Subject of
Cognizance” from the world. In such a view
the objects around us are objectively real, but
now lack qualia. That is, our experience is un-
real; and reality itself is devoid of all qualities.
Schroedinger like many before and after him,
saw this view as deeply problematic, leading
to the insoluble conundrums of the mind-
body problem and its correlate in quantum
physics, the measurement problem.”’

Models of reality developed in this way
have grear utility, but if we take them literally,
they threaten to become “idols.” That is, we
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“We only see

what we animate,

and animate

what we see.”

—FEmerson

Puck

My Wife and My Mother-in-

16, 11, Nov. 1915

take the models offered by science for the re-
alities themselves, just as the statue of Zeus can
become mistaken for the god himself. Lord
Kelvin, the nineteenth-century physicist, de-
manded a mechanical model before he would
accept a theory of physics. Alfred North
Whitehead rermed this “the fallacy of mis-
placed conereteness.” The sign and statue are
meant to point beyond themselves. Likewise
analysis is meant to point beyond itself. The
models are not the point, but rather they rep-
resent to us a hidden intelligibility of the world.

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s criticism of
nineteenth-century science is still helpful to-
day in making this distinction. First we need
to understand the rightful role of scientitic
models or “hypotheses” as they were called in
Goethe's time. Goethe wrote:

Hypotheses are like the scaffolding erected

in front of a building, to be dismantled when

the building is completed. To the worker the
scaffolding is indispensable, but he must not
confuse it with the building irself.

The scaffolding that surrounds a building
allows us to “build” an understanding of it, but
the scaffolding or model itself is not the end-
point. Having come to know in this limited
way, we should take down the scaffolding (i.e.,
gradually dismantle or see through the model)
in order to experience the building directly.

Far more important than the model is the
capacity to see, to behold directly, the opera-
tive principle in nature. The root Greek
meaning of the word theoria is “to behold,”
not to compute.' Elsewhere Goethe remarked,

Yet how difficult it is not to put the sign in

the place of the thing; how difficult to keep

the being (das Wesen) always livingly be-
fore one and not to slay it with the word.

Here Goethe is asking for a direct relation-
ship to that which is to be known. As in the
Asian contemplative traditions he valued
“direct perception” more highly than valid
inference. Can one meet the idea perceptu-
ally? How can we keep the Being before us!?
Not with dianoia or critical reasoning alone.

Cultivating contemplative insight

By putting more emphasis on episteme, to re-
dress the imbalance in our epistemology, we
open the path to the inclusion of contempla-
tion as a way of knowing. As we seek to ex-
tend our conception of knowing to include
contemplarive insights, we can keep in view
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its essential features. In barest outline the ele-

ments of this methodology are

1. Experience is not to be explained away in
terms of so-called “primary qualities,” but
rather it is granted central significance.

2. As opposed to eliminating the “subject of
cognizance,” we recognize that cognition is
always participatory.

3. The ultimate goal of cognition is direct per-
ception, which requires the cultivation of
suitable organs in us capable of “seeing”
what would remain hidden without them.
In this way experience becomes explana-
tory.

4. The three elements above are as valid for
spiritual experience and insight as they are
for sense-based experience and insight.

5. Finally, when we act, it can be on the basis
of a moral judgment grounded in an empa-
thetic connection to a lived world. This
contrasts with action governed by a calculus
of utility or cost-benefit analysis.

Key to the above method is the idea that
experience can become explanatory. How is
this possible? For experience to become ex-
planatory there must be a hierarchy of experi-
ence. We cannot explain something at the
same level as the original experience. Work-
ing with nature, Goethe saw his method as
comprising three levels of experience ranging
from everyday observation through scientific
experience in which we “vary the condition of
appearance,” and culminating in archetypal
phenomena, which should be the limit. These
archetypal phenomena are the self-evident
manifestation of the governing principles active
in the world. In them we experience why the
world is organized as it is. These archetypal
phenomena can be as simple as the epiphany
Newton had in seeing the apple falling and
the Moon passing overhead as the same mo-
tion. Getting students to experience this same
epiphany is a perennial challenge for the
teachers of every subject. The burst of insight
may occur in physics, but it can equally be the
breakthrough in viewing a work of art by means
of what the art historian Joel Upton terms
“beholding” and Deborah Salter-Klimburg calls
“contemplative seeing.”"

In a manner similar to Goethe's three levels
of phenomena, spiritual experiences are tradi-
tionally described in terms of levels. The Aus-
trian spiritual philosopher Rudolf Steiner, for
example, in speaking about states of spiritual or



meditative awareness described a hierarchy of
supersensible experiences.” He distinguished
three levels of experience beyond sense experi-
ence culminating in the non-dual state of di-
rect spiritual perception he termed Intuition.
Buddhism likewise describes various levels of
meditative awareness and experience termed
dhyana (in Sanskrit) or jhana (in Pahli).

We have been describing an empirical or
phenomenological method of inquiry that is
applicable to a wide range of disciplines and
domains of experience. | believe that this
method, in modified form, can be of value in
the humanities, arts, and sciences. Goethe
called it a “delicate empiricism:”

There is a delicate empiricism that makes

itself utrerly identical with the object,

thereby becoming true theory. But this en-
hancement of our mental powers helongs to

a highly evolved age.

Education as transformation

The real vovage of discovery consists not in

seeking new landscapes, but in having new

eves. (Marcel Proust)

Goethe's delicate empiricism involves a
participatory engagement in which one ulti-
mately becomes “identical with the object”
permitting a form of direct encounter, what
Goethe calls true theory. However, as he ex-
plains, this encounter presupposes an en-
hancement of our mental powers, that is, the
formation of capacities well suited to insight-
ful engagement with the particular phenome-
non at hand.

All cognition is in some measure participa-
tory. Visual illusions like the ones below illus-
trate the essential contribution we make to
cognition. One can see the first figure as either
a young maid with her head turned away from
us, or as an old hag with a laree bulbous nose.
The lines on the page are unchanged but their
meaning changes completely, based on the
character of our attention. We clearly bring
something crucial into seeing. Emerson writes,
“We only see what we animate, and we ani-
mate what we see.” Although often uncon-
scious of our active role in cognition, it is om-
nipresent. For this reason education should be
less concerned with teaching information or
skills, and much more concerned with shaping
and extending the scope of our faculties for
knowing, for true theory as beholding. As
Goethe said, “All efficacy lies in the apercu,”

by which he emphasized the central impor-
tance of direct insight.”

I believe that discoveries in science, artistic
breakthroughs, and even the more common
successes we experience in the classroom are
instances of an apercu breaking into our habit-
ual awareness with novel cognitive insights.
To quote Emerson once again, “No discovery
is ever made except by poetic perception.”

How do we fashion the new eyes that lead
to the novel apergu? The very act of attention
shapes these capacities. In Goethe’s words,
“Every object well contemplated creates an
organ for its perception.”

In a letter to Emil Bernard, Cezanne wrote:
“Nature is the true teacher, and through look-
ing and working we must make ourselves con-
centric to her.” That is to say, we start eccentric
to nature, off center. Through our constant at-
tention to her we become concentric, we re-
shape ourselves with every stroke on the can-
vas to be in alignment with her. Goethe was
amazed by our malleability.

To grasp the phenomena, to fix them to ex-

periments, to arrange the experiences and

know the possible modes of representation of
them ... demands a molding of the poor hu-
man ego, a transformation so great that |
never should have believed it possible.

[ view the transformation of the self as the
highest form of education.

Of particular importance in this context is
the scope suggested by the above understand-
ing of cognition. Nothing [ have said limits
the appearance of an apercu to the world of
the senses. We can attend to phenomena of
all kinds. By working with the phenomena
that arise in contemplative states, for exam-
ple, the above methodology holds out the
promise of comparable spiritual insights, Of
course we must, as Goethe says, first enhance
the mental powers required, but then the
schooling of capacities for insight is at the
core of contemplative traditions.

With this fuller, more comprehensive un-
derstanding of cognition we can meet the
“epistemological challenge.” Contemplation
and spirituality need not be viewed as ex-
tracurricular, nor lumped with the activity of
clergy on campuses. Rather every discipline—
be it art or physics—can be deepened by sus-
tained, contemplative engagement with the
phenomena of that field. The vistas that open
up will enrich our students and us.
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is ever made
except by
poetic
perception”

—FEmerson
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Contemplative dimensions

of music and medicine

[ could enumerate many examples in which
higher education has been enriched by the
contemplative methodology [ have described
ahove. Two examples from the ACLS Contem-
plative Practice Fellowship program will have
to suffice. Based on his success in teaching mu-
sic and meditation, Professor Edward Saratch
developed a new major at the University of
Michigan School of Music: the Bachelor of
Fine Arts in Jazz and Contemplative Studies.
In addition to the usual range of courses in mu-
sic and performance, it requires four semesters
of contemplative practice seminars and a course
on composition, creativity, and contemplartion.
In his teaching Sarath gives special attention to
“peak creative experience,” what [ have called,
using Goethe’s term, the moment of apercu.

At Penn State University College of Medi-
cine, Professor Anne Hunsaker Hawkins
teaches an oversubscribed course on “Contem-
plative Practice and the Art of Medicine.”
She explicitly develops an epistemological
stance like my own, introducing students to
contemplative practices that heighten intu-
itive awareness, attentive listening, and con-
templative quiescence as a complement to the
traditional analytic approach that dominates
medicine.

Courses such as these have nothing to do
with preaching religious dogma or advancing
particular faith traditions, but rather they seek
to extend our powers of attention, compas-
sion, and skillful action based on insights that
include all aspects of life, not only those con-
sistent with today’s reductive model of our-
selves and our world. [ am urging a phenome-
nology of the spirit, accessible via faculties
schooled for contemplative insight.

The thirteenth century heretical discourses
that took place in the “street of straw” led to
the founding of the Sorbonne and the birth
of the modern university. The tables are now
turned. In recent decades spirituality in higher
education has been an unspoken heresy. But
stimulating conversations between faculty
and with students are afoot. The straw is in
the street once again. [ wonder what will
emerge from the discourse this time! O
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