A Mystic Looks at Inner Citizenship, Part 1

by David Spangler
The Soul of America


The United States of America is like a wondrous play. What we see of it on stage is compelling, dramatic, inspiring, and powerful: its vast landscapes, its abundant farmlands, its towering cities, its network of roads and town and villages, and its millions of people. This is the outer America, the visible America. But there is a part we don’t ordinarily see as well, an invisible part behind the scenes. If it were a play, this would be all that takes place back stage, including the writing, the directing, the financing, the organization, and the stagecraft that makes the play possible. This is the inner America.

At one level, this inner America is the place where we as a people hold our values, our myths and our vision, all those intangible ideas, images and emotions that together make up our sense of what it means to be an American and of America’s role in the world. There is a consistency to this level, which I think of as the collective psyche of the American people. Yet it can also shift and change based on the fads of the day such as what is happening in the world or how fearful or powerful, greedy or generous, arrogant or cooperative we may be feeling.

But there is a deeper level yet that is not just a psychological one, not just the repository of the myths and archetypes of our national psyche. This is the realm that mystics, shamans, psychics, and intuitives have been aware of for centuries. It is a spiritual level, a level of soul. It is the non-physical environment that complements our physical life.

Since childhood, I have been aware of subtle, non-physical dimensions of life, sometimes referred to as the Inner Worlds or the Spiritual Planes. It is a capacity I was born with, as many children are, but in my case, nothing occurred to stifle or abort it as I was growing up. I took this capacity for granted and hardly ever talked about it. Until I was fourteen years old, I assumed most people had it. When I discovered differently, I set about to understand it and refine it. Much of what I contribute as an educator and lecturer in spiritual development has grown out of my efforts to understand my inner perceptions and from my exploration of the inner dimensions and the beings inhabiting them.

In some ways, I am a throwback to an earlier time. Had I been born into a Native America tribe, chances are I would have become a shaman or medicine person, one who talks to the spirits of the land and of the inner realms. Or perhaps I am a “throw forward” to a time that is coming when our capacities to see and relate to the spiritual worlds around us will once again be a shared heritage, expressing perhaps in a newer and more refined way than they did for our ancestors. I suspect the latter. Over the years I have met an extraordinary number of ordinary people who have had or are having experiences similar to my own of the inner worlds of spirit. They are often reticent to talk about them given the general climate of materialistic disdain or religious fear that surrounds this topic. But that is changing as more and more people come to realize that the inner worlds are simply a normal--though non-physical--part of the holistic living structure of our earth. They are part of our world ecology.

When I travel around our country, it teems with life both visible and invisible. Much as our ancestors may have seen, mountains and prairies, rivers and forests all share overlighting presences that mediate the flow of vital energies through the landscape. They are the spiritual part of the ecology that nourishes all living beings. A good friend of mine, Dorothy Maclean, one of the founders of the spiritual community of the Findhorn Foundation in northern Scotland, sees these beings as angels. They are certainly sources of blessing for all who live within their influence.

And it is not only natural features or places that have such beings overlighting them. Cities, towns, villages and other places of human habitation work, and worship can and usually do as well.

Many of these beings who embody the energies of the land as well as of spirit long predate the coming of humanity to this continent. They are beings of great antiquity for whom a single human lifetime is like the passing of an instant. Some of them may be only dimly aware of the existence of humanity. Others, such as those overlighting the cities of America are fairly recent and have awarenesses more attuned to the rhythms and timing of human life. They participate in their own way in the life of human society, usually to our benefit and blessing since beings of their stature and nature truly are angels dedicated to drawing out the best in humanity. But there is one presence that I have seen that is unique upon this continent. It is part of the land but it is much more besides. Some people have called it the National Spirit of the United States or the Angel of America. I believe it is an angel of vast power and love, but in its holding and nurturing of the vision and values that shape our country and in its work to mediate spiritual qualities and energies into our national life for both our wellbeing and that of humanity and the planet as a whole, I think of it as the Soul of America.

Soul is a word with many meanings. It can mean the life within something or its spirit or essence understood in an artistic, psychological or mythic way, such as the soul of a baseball team or the soul of jazz or the soul of a painting. In a religious context, it means the eternal part of a human being, that which survives after death in some form and continues on the journey of its life in a postmortem realm of spirit. It can mean the divine spark within us, the holiest part of us, the essential part of us without which we lose, if not our life, then our connection to all that is good and beautiful and empowering within life.

I use the word soul here to mean a consciousness operating at a level of life and intelligence that is attuned to sacredness and love and the spiritual forces of creation. It is a consciousness that knows the potential of a particular manifestation of life, holds a vision of how that potential may be best unfolded and expressed, and can mediate and coordinate vital creative forces to support and fulfill that vision. In this sense, my soul knows what my potential as an incarnate human being may be. It holds a vision for my life and is a source of vital living energies that can enable me to fulfill that vision. It is a presence that holds that life-vision clearly so that I can attune to it and thus be enabled to make choices and decisions that will fulfill it. Of course, I may not attune to that inner presence or vision, and even if I do, I may choose to ignore it or make different choices.

That is the challenge of incarnation. I learn and develop capacities of mind, heart and spirit by making choices and experiencing the consequences. I discover what works and what doesn’t work. From this I develop wisdom. Wisdom is food for the soul.

In the case of the Soul of America, it holds a vision of what our country can become if we live up to our highest potentials. This vision is not a blueprint or a plan as much as it is a presence; it is something we can be more than it is something we can or must do. It might actually be fulfilled in a variety of ways. But when we are standing in that presence, in the vision of America, and living up to its potentials, which are also our potentials, then we become an unobstructed source of blessing for ourselves and for the world.

Think if there is one thing above all others that you would like to do with your life or that you would like to be in your life. Imagine that you are doing that thing or you are that presence. What do you think that would feel like? Who would you be in that instance? How would you relate to your world? I know from my own experience that when I am doing what I most love to do in a way that uses my capacities fully and allows me to feel effective, capable, and contributing, then I feel as if I am one with everything. I feel in the flow, in the groove; I feel connected to all that is, part of all that is, giving and receiving to and from all that is. I am in a state of joy.

The purpose of the Soul of America is to enable our country--which effectively means each of us as Americans--to experience that state, that joy, that connectedness and blessing, and from that state to make our unique contribution to the world and to the betterment of humanity. As a member of a planetary community of nations, hat contribution includes empowering and assisting other countries and peoples to help themselves achieve that same state in their own unique ways, which may be different from our own.

The Soul of America cannot make this desirable state happen all by itself. That is something we must do. We, the citizens of the United States, are the responsible parties here. The Soul of our country can hold a vision; it can be a presence that, if we attune to it, can inspire us with that vision and with our own possibilities. It can hold a creative vital energy that can empower us to express our deeper potentialities. But it cannot do the job for us. It is a partnership.

If this were all that were required, that we acknowledge this partnership and the need for an inner citizenship as well as an outer one, then the matter would be simplified. But there is another player in the picture. I have already mentioned it. I call it the national psyche. It is the equivalent of the personality of our country.

While the Soul of our country can hold a consistent vision and energy over decades and centuries, our national personality can change much more quickly. It reflects the moods, the fears, the possibilities, the challenges that our population is experiencing at any given time. It reflects our collective will in the moment, which can be shaped by media, politicians, corporations, and celebrities, as well as by events in the world. It is shaped by our collective myths and archetypes. This shape is not necessarily consistent with the presence and nature of the Soul of America.

For example, racism is still an unfortunate part of our national psyche. It is not part of the national Soul. The same is true for discrimination based on either gender or sexual preference or discrimination based on religion or ethnicity. The Soul of America does not discriminate. As a spiritual presence, it’s objective is to foster a unity and cooperation of spirit amongst Americans, not divisiveness and hatred. Its love blesses all Americans.

Fear is not part of the Soul of America either, but it can certainly be part of our national psyche. After the terrorist attacks of 9/11, we could feel the fear that swept through our country, in some ways justified and in other ways inflated beyond reason. There are dangers in the world of which we need to be aware and towards which we need to take steps to protect ourselves. To the extent that fear can help us be more aware so we can make informed choices, it can be an ally. But fear can lead us to overreact; it certainly can become a barrier between ourselves and the co-creative presence of our country’s Soul.

It may seem naïve in times of danger to think of standing in love and in the presence of soul, whether our own or that or our country. But fear constricts and can lead to a diminishment of our capacities to think clearly, to imagine broadly, and to see innovative, outside-the-box solutions. Fear limits. Love, however, expands. It can act with courage, resolve, and toughness if need be, but, as in the martial art of Aikido, it does so with an intent to redefine and reimagine the nature of the conflict so that everyone, including the attacker, is protected while the energy of the attack is redirected into harmlessness.

The Soul of our country, as the souls within ourselves, is a powerful presence. It can act with power, but it draws its power from a state of unity rather than from a state of separative diminishment governed by fear and hatred.

The Soul of America directly nourishes and fosters our sovereignty, our capacity to think for ourselves, to take personal responsibility, and to be co-creative partners with each other in forming a larger community and in participating in the social commons that we all share. The national psyche, however, is filled with images and archetypes that can disempower our uniqueness. We model ourselves after images such as the tough, self-sufficient cowboy or the dutiful housewife and lose ourselves in those roles. There is nothing wrong with being a tough, self-sufficient cowboy or a dutiful housewife if those identities arise from who we are and give us a sense of personal happiness and fulfillment. But roles and images such as these can become a lazy person’s off-the-rack identity, chosen because they’re in fashion and lots of other people seem to be choosing them as well. They cover who we really are or could be with a little effort and courage. They become obstructions between ourselves and the power of Soul, whether our personal souls or the Soul of our country.

The personality of our country is not always just an obstruction to the Soul of America. They can be and often are partners. We have as a nation many outstanding qualities in our national psyche that directly reflect the presence of our national Soul. These are qualities such as generosity, compassion, hospitality, imagination, and a powerful attitude of accomplishment, the feeling that if it can be done, we will do it, and if it can’t be done, we’ll do it anyway!

Inner citizenship is the practice of bringing the presence of our national Soul into the thoughts and feelings, images and archetypes of our national psyche in such a way that the two align and support each other. Personally, it means not settling with a convenient, familiar image of America or of what it means to be an American but instead going more deeply to experience what America means as a soul presence. It means practicing attuning to the higher qualities of what it means to be an American and to the deep potentials of our country.

These potentials and soul capacities are in the final analysis human potentials and capacities. Though configured uniquely through our national identity and purpose, they unite us with all human beings everywhere. For in the end, the Soul of America serves the Soul of Humanity. The power and blessings of inner America blend with the power and blessings of the inner life of all human beings everywhere in the expectation that we can shape a world in which we are at peace with each other, we honor each other’s sovereignty and differences as well as our interdependency and cooperation, and we enjoy the delight of co-creating our mutual future.
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