
 

 

The Secret 

 

The  odd   th ing   i s   that   the  Secret  had  not  been   lost   long  ago;  desp i te  

the  v ic i ss i tudes  o f   the  wor ld ,  desp i te  wars  and  exoduses ,   i t  extends ,   in  

i t s   t remendous   fash ion ,   to  a l l   the   fa i th fu l .  One  commentator  has  not  

hes i tated   to  assert   that   i t   i s  a l ready   inst inct ive .  

Jorge  Lu is  Borges ,   "The  Sect  o f   the  Phoenix"  

 

And  ye l low was   the  mult ip ly ing  sand,  

Each  go lden  gra in  spat   l i fe   in to   i t s   fe l low.  

Dy lan  Thomas,   "From Love 's  F i rs t  Fever   to  Her  P lague”  

 

In  h is   song  "So lsbury  H i l l , "  Peter  Gabr ie l  descr ibes  an  encounter—presumably  

autob iograph ica l—with  what   the  s t range  German myst ic   Jacob  Boehme once  ca l led  

"sensuous  speech" :   the   id iom of  an imals ,  p lants ,  and  nature   that  ex is ted ,  accord ing  

to  Chr is t ian  myth ,  before  man's   fa l l .  

Gabr ie l   te l l s  how he  c l imbs  So lsbury  H i l l  one  n ight  and  unexpected ly  

encounters   the  miracu lous .  He  sets   the  scene  s imply  enough:   the  c i ty   l ights  are  

v i s ib le  be low h im  in   the  d is tance;   the  wind   i s  b lowing;  and   t ime seems  for  a  moment  

to  s tand  s t i l l .  Then  suddenly  an  eag le  appears  out  o f   the  n ight  sky  and  sweeps  down 

near   the  ephebe.  

"He  was  someth ing   to  observe ,"   the  s inger  exp la ins ,  and  as  he  comes  s t i l l  

c loser ,  Gabr ie l  hears  a  vo ice .   "Stand ing ,   s t retch ing  every  nerve ,"   l i ke  an  Amer ican  

Ind ian  youth  on  a  v i s ion  quest ,   the  s inger   te l l s  us  he  "Had   to   l i s ten ,  had  no  cho ice .”  

The  “ in format ion”   the  eag le   imparts   to   the  s inger   requ ires  h im to  “ t rust  

imag inat ion ,”  and  yet  he  makes   the  most  ord inary  o f   requests :   "Son,"  he  sa id  "Grab  

your   th ings ,   I ' ve  come to   take  you  home."  

But  he  does  not  honor   the   request .  He   returns   instead   to   the  desecrated ,  

secu lar  wor ld  o f  h is  ord inary  exper ience  and   forgets  or  den ies  what  he  has  seen:  

 

To  keep   in  s i lence   I   res igned  

My  f r iends  would   th ink   I  was  a  nut  

Turn ing  water   in to  wine  

Open doors  would  soon  be  shut .  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In   Joseph  Campbel l ' s   termino logy ,  he  has  " refused   the  ca l l . "  Fear ing  ostrac ism  in  an  

age  ded icated   to   the  "erad icat ion  of  mystery"   (B .F .  Sk inner 's  def in i t ion  of   the  

funct ion  of   sc ience) ,   the  v i s ionary  w itness  cont inues  h is  quot id ian   l i fe ,  unt i l  one  day  

the  eag le 's  message,  a lways  present  at   the  per iphery  o f  h is   thoughts ,   returns   in   i t s  

fu l l  power ,   jo l t ing  h im out  o f   the  mundane.  When  i t  does ,  he  ponders  at   f i r s t   "Which  

connect ion   I   shou ld  cut" :  h is   t ies   to   the  "rea l"  wor ld  or  h is   indebtedness   to   th is  

imag ina l ,  preternatura l  emissary .  

He  chooses   to  be   fa i th fu l   to  h is  v i s ion  and  beg ins   to  sever  qu ick ly   i s   l inks   to  

the  ord inary  wor ld .  By  do ing  so  he  becomes  "part  o f   the  scenery ,"  he   te l l s  us ,  and  

the  song 's   f ina l  verse   inv i tes  us   to  "Watch  my empty  s i lhouette ,"  as  he  ev ident ly  

fo l lows   the  eag le  back   into   that   inv is ib le  wor ld  o f  nature  which  R i lke   l iked   to  ca l l  

"The  Open,"  which  man  in  h is   "ex is tence"   (a  word  which  means   l i tera l ly   " to  s tand  

outs ide")  has  shunned.  

 

I   s tood up  to  my knees   in  a  sha l low,   gurg l ing  s t ream  in   the  midd le  o f  a   scene  which ,  

though   i t  was  w ith in   two hundred  yards  o f  a   la rge  shopping  center ,  might  have  

passed   for  a   sett ing   in   the  wi ld .  Ne i ther   the  mal l  nor  an  ad jo in ing  apartment  complex  

were  v i s ib le   f rom my vantage  po int—only  a   rough  hewn,   imitat ion  covered  br idge  

spanning   the  s t ream—and  I  began   to  gradua l ly   lose  myse l f   in   the  scene.   I   found  

myse l f   s tar ing  meditat ive ly  a t   the  water   f lowing  beneath  me.  The  heat  o f   that  F lor ida  

spr ing  day ,   the  mid‐af ternoon br ightness  o f   the  sun—how fu l l  o f   l ight   the  wor ld  

seemed!—and the   rap id  movement  o f   the  c lear   s t ream a l l   contr ibuted   to  mak ing   the  

mud and   the  s i l t   cover ing   the  bottom powerfu l ly  v iv id  and  present   to  my gaze .  My 

eyes   fe l t  as   though   they  were  pushed  open  by  some st range   force   in  order   to  absorb ,  

in  an  ever  expanding  d i la t ion ,  every   facet  o f   the  v i s ib le .   I t  was  as   i f   I  had  never  seen  

c lear ly  before ,  as   i f  my  eyes  had  a lways  been  part ly  c losed.  

I  g lanced  away   for  a  moment   f rom the  creek  bed   toward   the  nearby   t rees—

l ive  oaks ,  dr ipp ing  with  Span ish  moss—and not iced   that   severa l  c rows  had   just  

a l ighted   in  branches  d i rect ly  over look ing  my s tat ionary  pos i t ion   twenty   feet  away.  

What  was   I   to   them,   I  wondered?  What  do   they  see  when they  see  me?  

Then  my eyes   returned,   the i r   saccad ic  movements  hav ing   tac i t ly  noted—doing  

the i r   job ,  as  usua l—the  presence  of   the  b i rds ,   to  aga in  s tare  at   the  gesta l t  o f  water  

and  mud at  my  feet .  

An   indef in i te  amount  o f   t ime passed  as   I   s tood   t ransf ixed ,   fasc inated  by   the  

p lay  o f   the  creek  be low me.  Once,  dur ing   that  etern i ty ,   I   remember   that   I  aga in  



 

 

g lanced  qu ick ly  away   to   look  upward  at   the  sky ,  where  c louds  passed  by—as   i f  

captured   in   t ime‐ lapse  photography—through   the  deepest  b lue .  

Then,  w i thout  my commanding   i t  and  without  even  my  immediate   rea l i zat ion ,  

I   found  myse l f  on  my knees   in   the  mud  (a  posture  natura l  enough   for  a   fa l len  

Catho l ic ) ,  my  hands   fo lded   in   inst inct ive  prayer .  The  muscu lar  coord inat ion  of   the  

posture  had  gone  unused   for   so  many  years ,  yet  a t   that  moment  seemed so  natura l .  

The  s t reaming  water  and  soft   s i l t  had  s imply  demanded  i t  o f  me,  had  summoned me 

to  worsh ip ,  and   I   responded  in  a  way   indescr ibab ly  more   rea l   than  a l l   the  nun‐

enforced,  arduous  genuf lect ions  o f  my youth .  

The  spot  before  my eyes ,   I   thought ,   seemed  l ike  an  a leph.  Through   i t   I   saw,  a l l  

a t  once ,   smel led ,   tasted ,  heard ,   fe l t   the   f low of   the  s t ream,   th is  min iatur ized  Tao.   I t  

was  as   i f   i t   te lescoped,   in   i t s  complete ly  earth ly ,   impl icate  order ,   the  mot ions  o f  

etern i ty .   I  had ,   I   saw,  knee led   to  b less   i t ,   th is  ange l ic  be ing  with  which   I  and  my 

spec ies  had   long  wrest led—this  Earth .  

What  woke  me  f rom my t rance ,   I  do  not  know for  certa in .  My eyes  began   to  

p ivot  about ,   f ree ing   themselves   f rom tota l   immers ion   in   the  s t ream.  The  wisdom 

conta ined  with in   them—in the i r  complete ly   tac i t  ad justment  and  accommodat ion   to  

the  complex i ty  o f   the  v i s ib le—was  greater   than  my own;   they  knew that   the  ho ld  o f  

the  A leph  upon me must  be  broken  before ,   l i ke  Semele   in   the  Greek  myth ,   I  

d i s integrated   face‐to‐ face  with   i t s  majesty .  They   turned  away,   turned   to   the  woods ,  

where   the  b i rds  had   landed,  and  c losed  protect ive ly  on   the  e f fu lgence  of  day .  

But   the   l ight  would  not  be  s topped.  The  scene  cont inued   to  present   i t se l f .  

With  my eyes  shut   t ight ,   the   t rees ,   the  b i rds ,   the  creek  wind ing  of f   in to   the  nearby  

woods ,  a l l   remained   immediate ly  present  before  my  inner  eye ,  as   in   those  Rene  

Magr i t te  pa int ings  where   the   images  on  a  canvas   form a  s tat ionary  cont inuum with  

the  surrounding  wor ld ,  but  a l ive ,   in  mot ion ,  and  undeniab ly  a  v i s ion  of   the  "rea l"  

wor ld .  

And   then   the  crows  spoke   to  me.  As   the  sp i r i t s  o f   the  p lace ,   i t s   la ra l  

guard ians ,   they  warned  me  I   shou ld   leave ,   that   I  was  not  sa fe  or  welcome.   I  nodded 

in  agreement ,  gratefu l   for   the i r  concern  and  anx ious   to   respond.   I  was  out  o f  my 

e lement ,   they   in formed me,  here   for  a  moment   in   th is   raw wor ld .   I  opened my eyes  

then  onto  a  scene  which  d id  not  change   f rom the  one  present   to  my c losed‐eye  

v is ion .   I  a rose   f rom my knees  and  crawled  out  o f   the  s t ream.  Someth ing   in  me  found 

and  donned the   tenn is   shoes   I  had   le f t  on   the  bank.  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The  mud  in  which   I  kne l t ,   I   know now,  was—as  Annie  D i l la rd  has   in formed me—an 

emanat ion  of  what  esoter ic  Chr is t ian i ty  commonly  ca l led  "Holy   the  F i rm,"  a  

pr imord ia l   substance ,   " in   touch  with   the  Abso lute  at  base ,"   the  "u l t imate  ground of  

every   root ."  A l though   i t  ex is ted   in  North  F lor ida ,   the  mud  in  which   I  had  genuf lected  

must  have  been  seen  by   them as  wel l ,  actua l ly   seen,  but  more  pred isposed   to  

metaphor   than   I—who take  myse l f   to  be  a  pract ic ing  phenomenolog is t—they  had  

converted   the i r  g l impses  o f   the  wor ld 's  ase i ty   in to  a   t ranscendenta l  metaphor ica l  

substance  and  neg lected   i t s   sensua l   rea l i ty .  But  my v is ion  created ,  nonethe less ,  a  

new be l iever   in  an  anc ient   t rad i t ion :  a  member  o f  what  Borges  has  descr ibed  as   the  

"sect  o f   the  Phoenix ,"  whose  sacred  r i tes   requ ire ,   I  was  p leased   to   learn ,  not  on ly  

cork ,  wax ,  and  gum arab ic   for  proper  per formance,  but  s i l t  as  wel l ,  and   in  whose  

l i terature—a  jub i lant  pra ise  o f   l i fe—appear   the   l ines :  

 

May   the  N ine   f i rmaments  know that  God 

I s  as  de l ight fu l  as  cork  and  muck .  

 

And  my communicat ion  with   the  b i rds?   I t  would  not  have  seemed odd   to   the  

anc ient  Greeks ,  who were  d i rected   to  bu i ld  a  shr ine  at  Dodona  by  a  p igeon,   la te ly  

arr ived   f rom Egypt ,  a   shr ine   in  which  not  on ly   the  movements  o f   the  b i rds ,  but   the  

very   rust l ing  o f   the  oak   leaves  hermet ica l ly  conveyed   the  messages  o f  Zeus .   I t  would  

not  have  been  a  surpr ise   to  Wal lace  Stevens ,  who knew that  a  "A  man and  a  

woman/are  one./A  man and  a  woman and  a  b lackb i rd/are  one,"  and  descr ibed  a  man 

(perhaps  h imse l f )  who 

 

    rode  over  Connect icut  

In  a  g lass  coach .  

Once  a   fear  p ierced  h im,  

In   that  he  mistook  

The  shadow of  h is  equ ipage  

For  b lackb i rds .  

 

Nor  would   i t  have  surpr ised  Ra iner  Mar ia  R i lke ,  who descr ibed   in  h is  

autob iograph ica l   "An  Exper ience"  

 



 

 

that   t ime  in   that  other  southern  garden  when a  b i rdca l l   in   the  open  and   in  h is  

inner  consc iousness  were  one,  when  i t  d id  not ,  as   i t  were ,  break  on   the  

barr ier  o f  h is  body,  but  gathered  both   together   in to  an  und iv ided  space ,   in  

which   there  was  on ly  one  reg ion  of   the  purest ,  deepest  consc iousness ,  

myster ious ly  protected .  

 

When  I  understood   the  commands  of   the  crows   that  day ,  my eyes  were  a l ready  

c losed,  and  R i lke ,  as  a   resu l t  o f  h is  exper ience ,  a t tempted  as  wel l   to  shut  o f f  h is  

most  dominant  sense   in  order   to  better  comprehend the  sensat ions   f lowing   into  h im.  

 

On   that  occas ion  he  had  c losed  h is  eyes ,   so   that  he  might  not  be  confused  by  

the  contour  o f   the  body   in  such  a  generous ly  granted  exper ience ,  and   in f in i ty  

passed   into  h im  f rom a l l   s ides   in  so   fami l ia r  a  manner   that  he  cou ld  be l ieve  he  

fe l t  w i th in  h im the  gent le  presence  of   the  s tars  which  had  now appeared.  

 

B i rds ,  e tho log is ts   in form us ,  possess  a  near ly  un iversa l   s igna l   system by  which  

they  warn  each  other  o f  an  approach ing  enemy.  Two d is t inct ly  d i f ferent  ca l l s ,  

understandab le  by  near ly  a l l  b i rds ,   regard less  o f   spec ies  d i f ferences ,   ind icate  "enemy 

on   the  ground"  or  "enemy  in   the  a i r . "  Had   I ,   in  my c losed‐eye  v is ion ,   inexp l icab ly  

in tercepted  such  s igna ls ,  perhaps  even  reacted   to   them,   l ike  any  sens ib le  b i rd ,  by  my 

f l ight   f rom the  s t ream? But   i f   such  were   the  case ,  what  enemy were   they  warn ing  of?  

Was   i t  not  me?  D id   I   f lee   f rom myse l f   then,   f rom my b io log ica l ly  d isastrous  ecstasy   in  

the  creek?   I f   I  had  been  d iscovered  at   that  moment  by  other  men,   they  would  sure ly  

have   thought  me mad.  

L ike  Gabr ie l ' s  persona,   I  have  kept  my exper ience  a lmost   to  myse l f .  Yet   i t  has  

in formed near ly  every  act   I  have  performed s ince   that  day  and  near ly  every  word   I  

have  wr i t ten .  That  s t ream and   those  crows  were  my benefactors ;   they  gave   to  me my 

l i fe ' s  work ;   they  were   ( to  borrow a  metaphor   f rom P i rs ig ' s  Zen  and   the  Art  o f  

Motorcyc le  Maintenance)  my "seed  crysta l . "  S ince   that  day ,   I  have   t r ied   to  be   the i r  

spokesman,  not   to  d isappear   in to   the  scenery  w ith   them,  but   rather   to  po int   the  way  

toward   the  sacred   inv is ib i l i ty  o f   that   inst inct ive  wor ld  order   f rom which   they  

beckoned.  L ike   the  S ioux  ho ly  man B lack  E lk ,   the   rec ip ient  o f  a  powerfu l  v i s ion  as  a  

youth   that  he  cou ld  not  make  known unt i l  o ld  age ,   I  understand   the  cruc ia l   fact   " that  

a  man who has  had  a  v i s ion   i s  not  ab le   to  use   the  power  of   i t  unt i l  a f ter  he  had  

performed the  v i s ion  on  Earth   for   the  people   to  see .  


