Guiding Light
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Our four grandchildren from ages two to eight years just love flashlights. They shine them on everything and inevitably they shine the beam in our eyes. While temporarily blinding us, we get the joy they are experiencing around a shaft of light that focuses their attention on one thing at a time. It truly changes how they see their world. They especially love to shine the flashlight in the dark. It is both scary and wonderful for them to follow the path of the light, and it prompted us to ask how often in life and in relationships do we lose our way, our focus, our love and our light? We often hear from clients, friends, and students about how they have lost their way in their lives. They are asking us to be their guiding lights so they can find their way out of their own personal darkness. Everyone has moments when we have to ask others to coach us or remind us where the light is in our own darkness.

The title of this article may evoke, among other things, thoughts of the soap opera of the same name. The longest running drama in radio and television history, it was created by a woman said to have given birth to a still-born child at 19. She found spiritual comfort listening to, and based the program on, radio sermons of Preston Bradley in 1930s Chicago, who promoted the brotherhood of man.

What is a guiding light, and what is a personal guiding light? Certainly one easily-understood definition is spiritual mentoring or coaching. We all encounter those moments of “instant stupid”- when events or feelings completely obliterate any residual memory of classes attended, wisdom imparted, or experiences integrated from the past. The reality is we’re all too subjectively involved in our own lives to have the objectivity required for making clear decisions in those moments.

Counsel is required. It’s not really a failing- this mechanism ensures the accumulated knowledge that most matters gets passed on, since no one can hoard it. No one is clear enough to resolve all of life’s challenges on their own, and they eventually have to reach out for support. This act of reaching out, and the kindness of compassion resulting in support from others, guarantees that the information is spread. The act of searching also creates guiding lights, whether those sources of inspiration are alive or not, incarnate or not.

Where do we look for that sense of direction in difficult times? We all were shown examples of good behavior in childhood. It was our guardians’ loving efforts to instill some degree of integrity and to help us, as we grew, minimize the pain of working against the principles of love.

Why would we want to behave right? Why bother with seeking sources of inspiration? It’s because the principles of love always work the best, short and long term, to allay pain. The universe doesn’t demand it- there are certainly examples of clear and malevolent intent in the world. But there’s an element of love behind even the most destructive of impulses- otherwise, those impulses could not be sustained. This idea reveals part of the conflict between morality and survival. We believe there’s an inherent positive impulse in most people to do good and be considerate- until it collides with concerns about survival.

There is a natural, universal curiosity about life, which sometimes also includes a search for guidance, regardless of  culture, gender, or religious tradition. Typically, the search for guidance is minimized or neglected until moments of pain or confusion. (“If you get me though this, God, I swear I’ll never take another drink!”) But let’s be honest- most people don’t seek a guiding light, or any other kind of light, until they are humbled by pain. It is the pain that humbles us enough to seek and hear what we need to get through challenging moments, and it is the pain that spurs us to achieve our greatness.

Of course, guidance in any form is most difficult to hear when it’s most needed. We are at some kind of low point- stuck on old ideas, judgments, or trauma- and the listening channels are clogged with that shrapnel. This is one reason for regular spiritual and cleansing routines and rituals- they minimize the likelihood of meltdowns and make them less disruptive and shorter if they do occur.

So, what if we’re experiencing a more prolonged period of challenge, and nothing seems to be helping? This is actually the same phenomenon we’ve been discussing all along. If someone who has never sought help finally slams a wall too big to hurdle alone, then it might be time to seek assistance. If someone who’s been meditating or praying suddenly has the same experience, the answers are the same. Open wider, look deeper, and ask for enough. The pain isn’t punishment for not being perfect- it’s the result of conditional acceptance. In fact, the belief in the need for perfection will end up feeling like punishment.

What models do we follow? Finding a language or a tradition that makes sense can, in itself, be an incredibly painful experience. We often see people looking for guidance because their culture, family, or religious traditions have seemed to fail them. Leaving the church of our youth can seem like stepping out into space, especially if our whole lives- friends, family, and social life- were encompassed in that tradition. It takes considerable effort and courage to find a new spiritual home.

So what are our sources of guidance? How do we trust the information received? Most people look at results and means as a guide. Otherwise, the possibilities are endless- inspiration and guidance can come from anywhere. Pets and children express innocence and unconditional love, qualities most adults have used up long since. Conception and childbirth are magical, life-affirming, and awe-inspiring experiences that reconnect us to the wonder of life itself, beyond any routine or drudgery that may have been dragging us down. Heroes can come from any walk of life. Sports figures in particular can seem divorced from the sullying influences of public life (like politics), and it can be easier to take guidance and inspiration from them as a result.

Certainly it’s easier to trust the example of someone who is successful, but it goes further than that. We believe there is an internal morality that must be appeased or we will sabotage our own efforts, and we believe it must be tested before we will believe we can be trusted to do the right thing. This test often takes the form of temptations to cut corners in getting what we need, in spite of the part of self that knows it’s wrong. This is the morality vs. survival dilemma again.

In the metaphysical realm, there are countless written works that challenge us to look beyond our imagined limitations and express our full potential. The key is finding the language that fits our cosmology, so that the ideas and teachings we encounter translate into the experience of success we desire. Central to winning is finding a guiding light that lifts us in periods of doubt and pain.

The truth is we are all lights. As Lazaris says in Lazaris, The Sacred Journey, You and Your Higher Self, sometimes we are “barely lit”, sometimes “dimly lit”, and sometimes “brightly lit”. In challenging and confusing times our light is barely there. We are filled with dark, fearful, negative thoughts and feelings. At other times we are full of love, joy, and our light shines so brightly we can be blinded by the beam. However, if we can become more loving, more forgiving, and more compassionate to ourselves and others we would get so used to being in and of the light that our vision would become completely clear.  

It is said that Albert Einstein had a dream about riding a beam of light. He was so taken with this dream that he couldn’t let it go. Being the genius he was, this dream about riding the light eventually led him to his Theory of Relativity. What if we all held on to our unique dreams about being the light? How would our world change if we could all grasp the idea that we are the light that we’ve been seeking, and then we share that light with those around us? Not only do we shine our own light but we light up those around us on a daily basis.

