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By David Spangler

Working with the American Soul


In this final part of this series, I want to explore one way out of many that we might work with the Soul of America as described in Part 3.

It begins with a question: Can I embody the Soul of America in myself?

A second, related question is, can I be a means, an ally, through which the spirit and energy of the Soul of America enters the psyche, the personality, and the active life of the United States without distortion?

It is followed by another question: Can I hold to my sovereignty, think for myself (and think holistically), and choose a mindful course of action in the midst of collective pressure to do otherwise? This pressure may not come directly from people around me but in a more subtle way from currents of emotional energy flowing through the collective personality of America. Another way to put this is, can I resist both fear and enthusiasm active in the collective mood of America until I have a chance to think things through and make mindful choices for myself? Can I be a point of calm and deliberation in the midst of seeming chaos?

Finally, there's a fourth question. Can I be a generative source participating in the on-going creation and shaping of the United States?

Let's take these one at a time.

First, can I embody the Soul of America? I don't mean anything as lurid or ridiculous here as being taken over by some entity. I mean, can I take into my heart and mind and life the spirit and values, the energy and perspective, represented by the Soul of America? In terms of chaos and complexity, can I be a fractal of this spirit?

In general the answer is yes, since people do this all the time. Not, perhaps, always in a mindful and deliberate way, but there are certainly people who do embody the best and highest of what it means to be an American and who help others to do the same as well. But in this case, I am thinking of this as a kind of inner practice of deliberately attuning to the Soul or Angel of America and letting its energy soak into one.

How might one go about this? Well, we can begin by looking at the six elements I described in the Part 3 of this series as being part of what this presence embodies in itself.

The first is that it is connected to and serves all the life within the land, not just human beings. Well, that might be a bit much for me to manage, but I can certainly extend my awareness and concern to the immediate land that surrounds me and the animals and plants in my local environment. I can begin to practice an ecological sensitivity as part of my citizenship, at the least considering the consequences of my actions and lifestyle upon the earth around me. Then I share the concern and love felt by the Soul of America in kind if not to the same extent. Furthermore it gives me practice in loving beyond the usual boundaries I may place upon myself.

The second is that the Soul of America can live in the heart of anyone anywhere, not just in those who are natural born or naturalized citizens of the United States. The promise of America and the spirit of its ideals are universal, not just for a select group of people. At the same time, the third element is that this is a planetary presence working for the good of all humanity within and through the specific context of the United States. It makes the United States a servant nation, in a manner of speaking, whose highest good is to serve the wellbeing of humanity. Then there is the fifth element of America's unique contribution to the world.

These three together suggest that if I wish to attune to and embody the spirit of this presence, I need to develop a holistic and planetary perspective as well. This would not make me any less an American citizen, but it would place my citizenship in a larger context. There is no reason I cannot be an American and a part of humanity as a whole, seeking well-being for all my fellow humans.

I can practice this attunement by deliberately seeking to broaden my perspective beyond a purely nationalistic view of the world. I can open myself to other points of view. I can study and learn to appreciate other cultures. I can even travel and see different parts of the world.

I can also appreciate my American heritage and the privilege of living in this country. I can avoid the mistake of taking it all for granted or, even worse, feeling my citizenship as an entitlement. This is where I can connect with my outer citizenship, doing things that will preserve and extend the blessings of liberty and making sure this country does not lose the privileges and capacities that so many have died to preserve for us and even more have lived and created to develop for us. Voter apathy is growing in this country. There is a sense of our citizenry sinking into a fat complacency, earning our livings, pursuing our happiness, and forgetting that freedom requires mindful action and, as Jefferson said, eternal vigilance. If we let slip away the precious gift of the destiny and the spirit which the Soul of America sustains for us, we will have failed ourselves, our descendents and our world in a most grievous way. But if that happens, the Soul of America will simply live again but in a different people in a different place, and we will be the poorer for it.

So I want to honor the importance of the American experiment in freedom and sovereignty and the power of that idea as it lives in the hearts of millions around the world and inspires their own efforts in their own countries. And more than honor it, I want to embody it not only in a nationalistic context but as a service to the world. In any way that I can help the United States to work well as a country and to embody its values, and also to appreciate and value the larger planetary context of diverse cultures, I am joining the Soul of America in its planetary work.

On the subject of making a unique contribution to the world, I can ask myself what can I offer? We may assume we have nothing to give that makes a difference, but we ourselves are a difference. There is no one else like you or me. We are each unique. That just in itself makes a contribution. But it's only a start. You or I can do in our everyday lives what the Soul of America does on its own level: find what unique gift we can offer that nobody else can, and offer it. It might just be a new way of making pancakes or a different way of folding napkins, but the point is that it is our way of doing it. It is expressing something from within ourselves that is nowhere else available. And once having taken a step into our uniqueness and our power to make a contribution to the world, who knows what further potentials unfold from that?

What are my dreams for my country? What visions do I hold? Have I become discouraged, cynical, disempowered, so that I feel there's nothing I can offer to the future of America? What about my visions for myself?

The soul in each of us calls us to remember and honor our dreams and visions and to find ways of living them into reality. It's one reason we're here. The Soul of America is a connection to the destiny of this country as well as to its spiritual resources and attunement to the sacred. What are my similar connections? How do my spiritual values and capacities live in me?

At the very least, I can refuse to disconnect from the Soul of America by becoming cynical and disheartened about this country's chances for the future or the state of its present. We may go through tough times, during which the deep vision of this land is set aside for some temporary fad or fear; corruption may seem to reign in politics and business, and we may feel very far from the dream from which this country emerged. But if we give in to that discouragement, we lose connection with the encouraging presence of the country's Soul. We do not have to be naive and blind idealists--indeed, it's much better than we are not and that we harbor some creative skepticism--but we do need to understand the power of idealism itself to attune us to the presence that holds the ideals for our land and can help us make them real.

All of these are practical things we can do, and there are more besides that I'm sure you can think of given some time that resonate with the six elements I have mentioned. All of these things enable you to find the parts of your own soul, your own mind and feelings, that resonate with the purposes and intents of the Soul of America. By doing so, by embodying that resonance, you strengthen the presence of the Soul of America, not just in your own life but generally. You add your energy to the American Field to attune it to its indwelling Soul, and that is no small contribution.

Think back to the tiny margin by which the last Presidential election was decided. A shift of fewer than two hundred votes in New Mexico could have changed the outcome. A shift of a few hundred votes in other states, including Florida, could have done the same. No one in those states could validly say, "My vote didn't count," because every vote did count in an election as close as the last one.

Well, it's the same with the American Soul. How many doors must be opened to it before it steps through more powerfully to inspire our national life? A million doors? A thousand? A hundred? Fifty? Actually, only one door needs to be opened for that Soul to slip through and bring its blessing to the collective. That door could be in your heart and in your mind.

One warning, though. There are powerful archetypes and images of what America is or should be that exist in the psyche of our country. These, too, can reflect the power and presence of the Soul of our country. And there are certainly images that the media conveys from advertisers, corporations, celebrities, politicians and so on that live within the collective personality. Any or all of these can compete for your attention and divert you from a deeper connection with the Soul of America itself. Not that these lesser images are necessarily wrong or useless; they can be powerful and accurate. But you owe it to yourself to go more deeply, to spend some time in silence and reflection, and to extend yourself even beyond the boundaries of your own expectations and visions about America.

One way to do this is to adopt for a time perspectives different from your own. Try to see the face of America from different eyes. How does a white person see it? What about a Native American or an African-American or a Latino-American? What about a poor person, an unemployed person? What about a rich person, a successful person? There are so many lenses through which we can view America, and all of them are like tiny threads which, if we trace them deeply enough and honestly enough, may take us back to the source of the threads itself.

This brings me to the second question which was whether I could be an instrument through which the spirit and energy of the Soul of America enters the psyche, the personality, and the active life of the United States without distortion.

To do this requires two things of me. The first is that I make a practice to regularly seek to understand and attune to the Soul of America. I need to practice this, because this Soul is not just a thought or a feeling, though it can trigger thoughts and feelings. It is a presence, and often a subtle one at that. So I need to do things that will help me know my country beyond any one person or group's opinions and perspectives. I need to honor both the good and bad things about the United States and how it is in the world. As my friend and political philosopher and activist Mark Satin says, I need to avoid the extremes of right and left and find the "radical middle," which is the title of his new book. I need to probe my own relationship with my country and discover how mindful and deep that may be. And I need to be open to the unexpected, to what I don't know. I need to have quiet times when the Soul of America--the soul of the land, the plants, the animals, the humans, the cities, the dreams, the political structure, the corporations, the farms, and so on--can talk to me in its own way and give me visions I have not yet had.

The second is that I can stand in my own sovereignty and strength and affirm that attunement in spite of the winds of opinion, prejudice, fear, anger, and faddishness that blow through the personality level of this country. I need stand on behalf of the greater Soul of this land and hold its holistic and compassionate energy firm. I need to be a witness for the highest of which we are capable, not the lowest or even the mediocre.

And this leads me directly into my third question: can I hold to my sovereignty, think for myself (and think holistically), and choose a mindful course of action in the midst of collective pressure to do otherwise? Can I be my own person and also seek to serve a larger American wholeness, which may well include those with whom I disagree or whose influence I am resisting? I want to think holistically, that is, in terms of interconnections, for then I can gain a wider perspective to help me than I might have had otherwise. I can just be stubborn, but thinking for myself with an awareness of the interconnections of things and taking time to make my own mindful choice in the moment, rather than being swayed by the collective, is much more than stubbornness. It is a creative act of incarnational spirituality.

Finally, can I be a generative source participating in the on-going creation and shaping of the United States? Can I generate new ideas, new visions, new options and activities to help my country and further the work of the Soul of America? America has always been a country of innovation, discovery, and invention. It is famous for its can-do spirit. A time when the country seems to be in trouble is a time when creative and imaginative thinking is most needed, and unfortunately often a time when fear and anxiety make such imaginatively less likely as we hunker down and seek familiar solutions.

Inner citizenship and working to embody the spirit of the Soul of America calls for our creativity and our openness to new possibilities and potentials. This is not a captivation with novelty and change for their own sake but a participation in a co-creative process of unfoldment. Any living organism, and a country can be considered as such, must change and adapt as circumstances change. There is no question that our circumstances are changing. The twenty-first century will not be like the twentieth.

But even without the pressure of a changing world, the United States is a country so rich in resources, potentials, human capital, ideas, and visions that it cannot help but grow and change. The question is, in what way and in what direction? A way to determine that is to become part of the conversation from which new ideas are being born and vetted.

I may be able to find ways of being part of that conversation, at least in my neighborhood or town. But what about my own vision of America? Is it open to change? Can my own perspective on my country grow and expand? Can I grow as an American? That is how I can unleash my own creativity and become a source for new ideas and new possibilities, or at least become willing to support good new ideas as they come along.

These are only a few ways in which I may practice inner citizenship. There are undoubtedly many others. It only takes looking at my citizenship in a new way to open the door to new possibilities. As I do so, I may well discover that doors open for me in practicing my outer citizenship in new ways as well so that I may bring to my country and to the place where I live the benefits of my unique self and the contributions of my own heart and mind.
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