
CHAPTER II 

Across the Great Divide 
Rejoining Soul and Role 

As once the winged energy of delight 
carried you over childhood's dark abysses, 
now beyond your own life build the great 

arch of unimagined bridges. 
- RAINER MARIA RILKE 1 
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A Child's Secret Life 

The instinct to protect ourselves by living divided lives emerges 
when we are young, as we start to see the gaps between life's bright 
promise and its shadowy realities. But as children, we are able to 
deal with those "dark abysses" by sailing across them on the 
"winged energy of delight" that is every child's birthright gift .. 

This energy comes from the soul-the core of pure ~emg 
that children are so intimate with-that is, as the poet Rum1 says, 
"here for its own joy."2 The remarkable resilience youngste~s often 
reveal, even in the face of great hardship, comes from this place 
called the soul. And the soul animates the "secret lives" that many 
of us led as children, in an effort to shield our vulnerable selfhood 

from the threats of the world. 
My own secret life started in the fifth or sixth gr~de. At 

school, where I wanted to fit in, peopl.e saw me as. outgomg and 
self-assured. I made friends easily, knew how to get a laugh, often 
had my hand up in class, and was elected president of one thing 
and another more often than FDR. Though I could not dribble a 
basketball downcourt without tripping over myself, my clumsiness 
served me well, making me less threatening to other boys and 

evoking the maternal instinct in girls. . 
But no one knew how anxious my public role made me. 

After school, I did not hang out with friends; I hid out in my b~d-
room. With the door shut tight against the world, I read stones, 
built model airplanes, or immersed myself in the fantasy realm of 
radio serial adventures. My room was a monastic cell where I could 
be the self with whom I felt most at home- the introspective and 
imaginative self so unlike the extrovert I played with such anxiety 

at school. 

Across the Great Divide 

The details of this story are mine alone, but at bottom it is 
the story of most people I know. As we cross the rising terrain 
between infancy and adolescence- still close enough to our ori-
gins to be in touch with inner truth but aware of the mounting 
pressure to play someone else "out there" - the true self starts to 
feel threatened . We deal with the threat by developing a child's ver-
sion of the divided life, commuting daily between the public world 
of role and the hidden world of soul. 

The secret lives of children have inspired some splendid lit-
erature, of course. In C. S. Lewis's classic Chronicles ofNarnia, we 
read about a magic wardrobe through which young Peter, Susan, 
Edmund, and Lucy pass from their humdrum existence in the 
English countryside into a parallel universe oflight and shadow, of 
mystery and moral demand, confronting the daunting and brac-
ing challenges of the inner journey. 3 I have never doubted the 
truth of the Narnia tales: that magic wardrobe was in my bed-
room, too! 

But when we turn from literature to life, this charming fea-
ture of childhood soon disappears, to be replaced by an adult 
pathology. As the outer world becomes more demanding - and 
to~ay it presses in on children at an obscenely early age- we stop 
gomg to our rooms, shutting the door, walking into the wardrobe, 
and entering the world of the soul. And the closer we get to adult-
hood, the more we stifle the imagination that journey requires. 
Why? Because imagining other possibilities fot our lives would 
remind us of the painful gap between who we most truly are and 
the role we play in the so-called real world . 

As we become more obsessed with succeeding, or at least 
surviving, in that world, we lose touch with our souls and disap-
pear into our roles. The child with a harmless after-school secret 
becomes the masked and armored adult- at considerable cost to 
self, to others, and to the world at large. It is a cost that can be 
itemized in ways well known to many of us: 



A Hidden Wholeness 

• We sense that something is missing in our lives and search the 
world for it, not understanding that what is missing is us. 

• We feel fraudulent, even invisible, because we are not in the 

world as who we really are. 
• The light that is within us cannot illuminate the world's darkness. 

• The darkness that is within us cannot be illuminated by the 

world's light. 
• We project our inner darkness on others, making "enemies" of 

them and making the world a more dangerous place. 

• Our inauthenticity and projections make real relationships 

impossible, leading to loneliness. 
• Our contributions to the world-especially through the work 

we do--are tainted by duplicity and deprived of the life-giving 

energies of true self. 
Those are not exactly the marks of a life well lived. But they 

are not uncommon among us, in part because the dividedness that 
creates them comes highly recommended by popular culture. 
"Don't wear your heart on your sleevi and "Hold your cards close 
to your vest" are just two examples of how we are told from an early 
age that "masked and armored" is the safe and sane way to live. 

But our culture has it backward. The truth is that the more 
dividedness w~ perceive in each other, the less safe and sane we feel. 
Evety day- as we interact with family, friends, acquaintances, and 
strangers-we ask ourselves if "what we see is what we get." And 
all those other people are asking the same about us! Being cautious 
about the degree of congruence between outer appearance and 
inner reality is one of our species' most ancient ways of seeking 

safety in a perilous world. 
"Is this person the same on the inside as he or she seems co 

be on the outside?" Children ask this about their parents, student s 
about their teachers, employees about their supervisors, patient s 

Across the Grear Divide 

about their physicians a d . . 
Wh 

, n cmzens about th . 1· . 
en the answer is yes we 1 b 1· . elf po meal leaders. 

f
. ' re ax, e 1ev1ng th • 

ence o mtegrity and f; r at we are m the pres-
h . ee mg secure enou h . t e relattonship and all th g to mvest ourselves in 

B at surrounds it. 
. ut when the answer is no we o . 
mg who or what we are d al' , . hg on high alert. Not know-
k d . e mg wit and feelin afc 

er own m a psychological f; xh 1 . g uns e, we hun -f o o e and w1thh ld th . 
0 our energy, commitm d . 0 e mvestment · ks em, an gifts Stud fu ns involved in learnin . ems re se to take the 
h . g, employees do not h · h 

t elf work, patients . put t elf earts into 
h 

. . cannot partner with h . . . . 
ealing, and citizens di fr P ys1oans m thelf own 

sengage om th r . al 
ceived incongruity of . d e po me process. The per-

mner an outer th . th 
sense in others or th . - e mau enticity that we 

, ey m us- constantly d . 
our relationships and . un ermmes our morale 

S " k d, our capacity for good work. , 
o mas e and armored ,, . , it turns out i th 

sane way to live. If o 1 , s not e safe and 
th ur ro es were more de 1 . - r: 

at is in our souls th al ep Y auormed by the truth 
d 

. , e gener level of sanity d afc 
rarnattcally. A teacher who sh h' . an s ety would rise 

· a: ares is or her 1d · 'th 
is more enective than one h 1 b r: . entity wi students all A w o o s racto1ds at th fi . 
w . supervisor who le ds fi· em rom behmd a k a rom personal th · · 
~o r out of people than one who leads au e_nttcity gets better 
Ill vests selfhood in his or h . . from a scnpt. A doctor who 

er pracoce is a better heal th 
I t\·ats patients at arm' I h er an one who . . s engt · A politician h b · 
i11tcgnty mto leadersh· h 1 . w o nngs personal . 1P e ps us reclaim th ul ' 'i 1 gwshes true democra fi . e pop ar trust that dis-cy rom Its cheap imitations. 

1.N B ecoming Whole Adults 

1 lw divided life may b d . I e en emic b t h 1 
,1111 l ' . Onc e I have seen d' 'd d, u w o eness is always a • my ivt e ness do I · 
,i II' .td iccion- or do I b . , conttnue to live a try to nng m · 
11 I 11110 harmony? y mner and outer worlds 



A Hidden Wholeness 
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depleted at a rapid rate by agribusiness practices that value short-
term profits over the well-being of the earth. His "farmer's heart," 
he kept saying, knew how the proposal should be handled. Bur his 
political instincts warned him that following his heart would,result 
in serious trouble, not least with his immedi~te superior. 

On the last morning of our gathering, the man from Agri-
culture, looking bleary-eyed, told us thai: it had become clear to 
him during a sleepless night that he needed to return to his office 
and follow his farmer's heart. 

After a thoughtful silence, someone asked him, "How will you 
deal with your boss, given his opposition to what you intend to do?" 

"It won't be easy," replied this farmer -turned -bureaucrat . 
"But during this retreat, I've remembered something important: I 
don't report to my boss. I report to the land." 

Because this story is true, I cannot give it a fairy-tale ending. 
I do not know if this man returned to work and did exactly what 
he said he would do; his resolve may well have weakened by the 
time he got back home . And even if he held firm, the topsoil of 
midwestern farmlands has yet to be saved; the policy process is too 
complex to be redirected by one person's moment of truth. The 
man from Agriculture went on a pilgrimage into the wilderness of 
the human heart, and I cannot claim that his pilgrimage solved his 
or the topsoil's problems, any more than my pilgrimage to the 
Boundary Waters solves my problems or the world's. 

But this I can claim: every time we get in touch with the 
truth source we carry within, there is net moral gain for all con-
cerned. Even if we fail to follow its guidance fully, we are nudged 
a bit further in that direction. And the next time we are conflicted 
between inner truth and outer reality, it becomes harder to forget 
or deny that we have an inner teacher who wants to lay a claim on 
our lives. 

As that awareness grows within us, we join in the poten -
tial for personal and social change that, in the words of Vaclav 
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A Hidden Wholeness 

Havel- architect of the Velvet Revolution, former president of 
Czechoslovakia, and seeker of political integrity - is "hidden 
throughout the whole of society." This potential, Havel writes, is 
found in "everyone who is living within the lie and who may be 
struck at any moment ... by the force of truth." 4 

The divided life is a wounded life, and the soul keeps calling 
us to heal the wound. Ignore that call, and we find ourselves try-
ing to numb our pain with an anesthetic of choice, be it substance 
abuse, overwork, consumerism, or mindless media noise. Such 
anesthetics are easy to come by in a society that wants to keep us 
divided and unaware of our pain-for the divided life that is 
pathological for individuals can serve social systems well, especially 
when it comes to those functions that are morally dubious. 

When che man from Agriculture distances himself from his 
soul, it is easier for his department co report to che agribusiness 
lobby instead of the land. Bue when he, or any of us, rejoins soul 
and role, the institutions in which we work find it just a little bit 
harder to ransack another ecosystem to satisfy corporate greed or 
to lay off another ten thousand working poor to maximize the 
profits of the rich or to pass another welfare "reform" that leaves 
single mothers and their children worse off than they were. 

Of course, if the man from Agriculture began "reporting to 
the land," he may well have become a less desirable employee in 
his superior's eyes. He may have been told to get back in line or 
else lose his power or even his job: institutions have been knmyn 
to punish people for living integral lives. 

No one wants co suffer the penalties that come from living 
divided no more. But there can be no greater suffering than liv-
ing a lifelong lie. As we move closer to the truth that lives within 
us-aware chat in the end what will matter most is knowing that 
we stayed true to ourselves- institutions start losing their sway 
over our lives. 
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This does not mean b d . . h 1 · we must a an on mst1tutions. In fact 
~n ~e ive by the soul's imperatives, we gain the courage co serv; 

msmunons more faithfull h l h d f ul . y, to e P t em resist their tendency to 
e a t on their own missions If th £ . 

h . "f , · e man rom Agriculture acted on Is armers heart" h d"d . . . . ' e I not renege on his msmutional obli-
gat1onbs bkuc e~bra_ced them more fully, helping to call his depart-
ment ac to Its higher purpose . 

It is not easy work, rejoining soul and role. The poet Rilke-
who wrote about childhood's "winged energy of delight" in the 
stanza at t~e stare of this chapter-writes about the demands of 
adulthood m the final stanza of the same poem: 

Take your practiced powers and stretch them out 
until they span the chasm between two 
contradictions . ... For the god 

wants to know himself in you. 5 

L~ving integral lives as adults is far more daunting than 
recovering our childhood capacity to commute betw 
worlds As d l . een two 

. a u ts, we must achieve a complex integration that 
spans the contradictions between inner and outer reality; th 
ports both personal integrity and the common o-ood N' . a: sup-
e k B . o • o, It 1s not 
asy wo~ . . ut as Rilke suggests, by doing it, we offer what is 

sacred w1thm us to the life of the world. 

False Community 

How does the divided self become whole' "H d . " • • ow to o 1t ques-nons are commonplace · . . . m our pragmatic culture, and so are the 
mechan1st1c answers they often evok . "H . . e. ere 1s a ten-step program 
you can pursue m the privacy of your own home--or on the flight 


