Transformation of the Life Spark

This paper will explore the relationship between consciousness and the nature of change.  Some of the dynamics of transformation will be presented on three different levels: personal, sub-cultural, and to the larger context of global consciousness.  It will strive to maintain balance between the rational, left-brained processes and other epistemologies, or ways of knowing.    The paper will be presented as a narrative of a man who decides to embark upon an adventure into the passions of his familial heritage.  The protagonist, John, comes from a long line of amateur archaeologists (with no formal training as such).  He too has always felt the deep yearning to look to the past for the answers to his deepest questions about life and humanity.  
The Story of Rediscovered Passion

It is raining as we drive down the dirt road leading to the edge of the canyon just a few yards away from my uncle’s house.  As I am staring out the windshield, a wide-eyed eight-year old on my mother’s lap, we suddenly come to the edge and I see nothing but gray sky.  I feel fear shooting through me as I suddenly realize the road no longer seems to be beneath us.  My cousin, Raymond, is driving the truck.  Like a roller coaster at the top of its crest, the front wheels of the truck finally seem to connect back to the steep grade of this rough winding road that will eventually lead us to the muddy waters of the Rio Grande River down below.  My father tells me how my Uncle Sam blasted this road through the limestone rock with dynamite many years ago.  

We finally reach the river’s bank and prepare the boat for a one-week journey.  My father has made many similar trips with his father and Uncle Sam, back when he grew up in this mysterious land.  Its terrain might as well be a moonscape to me since it is so unlike the land where I grew up.  The land here is a harsh desert with sparse mesquite trees, sage, many forms of cacti (mainly prickly pear) and full of fascinating rock formations. I have been here on many visits before.  But this time, my father wanted to take the family on a special trip.  This is a remote area located in the “arm pit” of Texas, as he calls it.  The place where we set out in the boat is just outside the small town of Langtry.  “I want to show you this wild and woolly land the way I remember it,” says Dad.  The four of us: Mom, Dad, and my brother, board onto the motor boat and wave goodbye to Raymond.  I am told we will camp in Indian caves along the way and end up at the “mouth” of the Pecos River eventually.  I have no idea of what to expect, or the adventure that lay ahead.  I just know that I am filled with excitement and a sense of mystery as we pass by the first caves that are high up on the cliff walls at the bend of the river.  “Those are known as Twin Caves because they are side by side, and almost identical in size,” Dad said.  “Did Indians ever live in those caves?” I asked.  “No, not those,” Dad replied.  “The cave floors are too steep, and there’s no access to them.  You can also tell if a cave was ever lived in, by looking at its ceiling.  If it has black soot on the ceiling, that usually means it has been occupied in the past.” 

Langtry Revisited

John wakes from his daydream.  He takes a long sip of coffee and checks the upcoming road sign to get his bearings.  He reads: “Seminole Canyon, 2 miles”.  He then realizes it’s been about thirty years since that unforgettable memory took place.  Now John is on his way back to that West Texas town of Langtry to experience some of the mysteries of that land again.  He decides to pull over at the Seminole State Historical Park.  He has been here before, but knows it’s just what he needs to get back in touch with the land.  After going through the exhibits, he walks to an outside lookout point.  He sits and stares out over the canyon and soon notices an older man, maybe in his late sixties, sitting not far from him, silently whittling a piece of small wood.  They begin talking and the man tells him his name is Poncho.  John tells him about some of his past visits here, his family’s long history in this region, and his desire to go back to the river and make the same trip down the Rio Grande that he made long ago with his father.  Poncho tells him that he has lived in this area for most of his life, and asks if John could use a guide to go with him.  “Sure,” said John.  “I would love to have someone show me around down there and I’d enjoy the company too”.  After making the arrangements, they agree to meet in Langtry and begin the trip.

They decide to make it a two-day trek.  The sun is already getting hot on this early spring morning.  Poncho tells John, “The river is running high this time of year and it should only take about six hours to make it to the Pecos River from here”.  They load the boat with their gear and shove off into the swift current.  

Inspirations From Ancient Pictographs
“What kind of work do you do, John?” asks Poncho.

 “I’m a consultant from Austin.  I work with companies who are going through major changes due to the restructuring of their workforce.  I also work with people one-on-one, to help them deal with personal change issues as well.”

“That sounds interesting,” Poncho says.  “I lived in Austin too for a while, when I was a young man like yourself.  I went to U.T. and studied archaeology, philosophy, and anthropology”.

“Is that right?” John nods eagerly.  “I’m very interested in those subjects myself.  What was your area of specialty?” asked John.

Poncho looked up at large hawk as it soared just above the canyon walls.  “I did a lot of field work in archaeology, right here in the Trans Pecos region.  I have always been fascinated by the spiritual dimensions of the people and cultures that I have come to know by examining their ways of life.  It always intrigued me to consider - how did these people know what they knew?  Some of the objects they painted on cave walls can point to clues of what was important to them and their way of life.  This area has one of the largest concentrations of Archaic Era pictographs in the world.  Many, like the ones in Panther Cave, are estimated to date from c.a. 7000 BC to AD 600”.  (www.tsha.utexas.edu/…BBP9).

John was hanging on every word.  “Yes, I’m familiar with some of the pictographs in this area.  They have fascinated me since I was a kid.  My dad showed me several of them along this same route.  He told me stories of how he, and his father, and his uncle, would go with teams of diggers and help excavate the caves.  We even spent the night in one of them on that trip.  I remember waking up the next morning and all I wanted to do was start digging.  So I dug into the layers and layers of ash until they had to drag me away!” recalled John. 

The boat was turning into the dock along the bank.  “Let’s stop here.  I want to show you something,” said Poncho.  After a short hike up a steep trail, we came to a large cave.  Poncho pointed to a section along the back wall of the cave.  “See these?” he said.  “The pictographs you see here are some of my favorite”.

John recognized a tall, elongated, stick-man figure that always reminded him of a bat-like shape with its extended arms straight out, with square looking garments.  His cousin Raymond had told him this was the symbol used to depict the shaman.  “These are incredible!” shouted John.  No one phrase, certainly no one emotion, could adequately sum up these paintings.  They simply have to be experienced, John thought to himself.

“See, the shaman is here.  And surrounding him from above are snake figures.  If you look over here a few feet away, you can see another shaman figure with what appear to be dark bird-like wings.  Again, we see a snake here to the right of the shaman.  What seems remarkable to me is that the image of the snake is one of the most common animals pictured in ancient cave art across the world.”

John replied, “What do you make of it?  Is there some significance of that particular animal that cuts across cultural boundaries?”

“Well, we can never know for sure.  No textbooks exist to detail the development of the philosophy or the religion behind the art.  Especially the ones in this area.  The prehistoric peoples of the Lower Pecos were extremely nomadic and the oral histories have not survived.  They are often classified as ‘Coahuiltecans’, but the locals around here refer to them as the Basket Weavers.  My own bloodline is Comanche from my father’s side, and I am most likely a descendant of the Ancient Ones,” said Poncho.  

“That’s incredible!” John said excitedly. 

“One anthropologist named Jeremy Narby, has done extensive research on the relevance of snakes to the shamans in the Peruvian Amazon.  He has made a connection between the image of the double helix in DNA and the symbol of entwined snakes or serpents.  He theorizes that these shamans communicate with plant wisdom during a trance state induced by an indigenous hallucinogen called ayahuasca.  During these states, the snake is almost always present and  provides the catalyst for imparting knowledge about plant properties, the spirit world, and the cosmos.” (Narby, 1998).

John had to sit down on the rock next to him and think for a moment.  “So what you’re saying is, there may be a common link among shamans from other parts of the world and the archetype of the snake?”

“It seems logical to me that it could represent knowledge acquired from the spirit world, yes.  Especially since the shaman pictured here seems to have these enormous, dark wings attached to him.  That may mean that an otherworld journey was being depicted by the person who painted this”.

“What fascinates me about that,” John ponders out loud, “ is: What is the process that consciousness must go through in order to achieve going between physical reality and spiritual reality?”   

“Good question, John.  It reminds me of the process theory, developed by a man named Arthur Young, of how the universe works (he also developed the first commercial Bell helicopter).  ‘Ancient cosmologies speak of God wanting to know himself, seeking to actualize that which was only potential.  This same undeniable thrust toward actualization is the essence of what Young meant by process’. (Saloma, 5, R 121).  He identified seven stages that this essence goes through to accomplish a purposive descent into the physical plane, and then to return back to the spiritual plane.  He describes the source of the first stage as the quantum-photon.  In order to ‘know itself’ it travels downward, diagonally cutting through four different levels”.  Poncho pulled out of his pocket a charcoal stick and began making symbols on a flat gray rock, which represented the seven stages:  

Photon  /  Time  /  Space  /  Molecules and Matter  /  Life  /  Mind  /  Spirit
“I draw these in an inverted ‘L’ pattern, balanced on its right-angle to show that the photon encounters four different levels of reality that it will use as ways of knowing.  These levels are identified by Young as: 1). Spirit / Pure Action, known by intuition,  2). Nuclear forces, known by feeling,  3). Atoms / Identity, known by reason, and  4). Matter, known by the senses.” (de Quincey, Reader 16, 94, 95). 

Poncho continued, “As the ‘life spark’ moves through the stages, it gives up certain degrees of freedom in order to successfully go to the next.  For example, it must first experience Time.  This is necessary to make the transition from pure potentiality to actuality.  Time gives a way for it to separate actuality into a linearity of events from those that have happened and those that have not happened.  Nuclear forces begin to emerge.  This will be a process that marks the beginning of change – creating a way for a subjective / objective relationship to begin, which is formed in the next stage of Space.  Once the photon enters the dimension of space, atoms begin to form and occupy space.  Finally, molecules are formed as a result of the photon moving through, and experiencing, both time and space.  It is now in the world of physical matter.” (de Quincey, Reader 17, 92).

John was pacing around the cave trying to absorb these new concepts.  He was not expecting this guy to be so well versed in cosmological models, and using terms from physics.  “Okay,” John said, “I think I’m with you so far.  Please go on.”

Poncho went back to his sketch on the rock, and continued.  “Level 4, then, is the ‘floor’ of the evolutionary process, where, as Young so poetically expressed it: ‘consciousness has been spilled upon it, infinitely dispersed’.  The only way out is up.  And the only way up is by using the mechanism of matter – efficient causality – to learn what it needs to know in order to evolve and return through the reflexive arc to Level 1 – its final homecoming in the realm of Spirit.” (de Quincey, Reader 17, 95).  The molecules formed in Stage 4, have moved up through DNA to the stages of Life (plants), and Mind (animals and man) before gaining back its original freedom in Spirit.”

After Poncho finished explaining Young’s process theory, the two men decide to go back to the boat and continue on their journey.  They eventually make it to where the Rio Grande River joins the Pecos River and continue up the Pecos.  John keeps a close watch for the cave that he remembered camping in with his family nearly thirty years ago.  

“There it is!” John shouts.  Poncho guides the boat into the soft riverbank.  “This is the cave I told you about.  This where I would like to camp tonight”.

Poncho nodded and they gathered up the gear, then slowly went up the steep trail.  John felt the excitement of that eight-year old kid again, that was once him.  

The shelter was about 200 feet wide and 50 feet deep, with a back wall about 20 feet high.  

“The paintings seem much lighter, and harder to see than I remember them.  There is a dusty film over some of these unfortunately.  Small handprint paintings are visible over here to the left – which are common I’ve noticed.  And here is another shaman symbol.  It’s in pretty good shape and very clear.  He looks scared though… his long hair is standing straight up!”  John said while laughing.

 “To the Ancient Ones, hair was one of the most magical parts of the body.  Because of its growth and regeneration, it was thought to be vulnerable to spiritual influences.  Many of the flying or falling figures in the Pecos River style pictographs are shown with streaming unbound hair.  Some believe it illustrates the symbolic flight of the shaman between the worlds of the living and the dead; the shaman at the height of his mystical power and immune to attack by evil spirits.” (www.rockart.org website)

“Kind of like a spiritual porcupine you might say,” John said.  “You know, I’ve been thinking about Young’s process theory.  The V-shape of his model makes me think about another model that I refer to sometimes in my work, Abraham Maslow’s ‘hierarchy of needs’.  Only here, the shift in perspective is from man’s point of view, which inverts Young’s V-shape into Maslow’s pyramid shape.  It symbolizes to me how important a shift in perspective is to any type of transformation.  The subject – object relationship you described earlier makes it possible to compare one thing to another.  Another way to look at it is how would you know what you are unless you know what you are not.  This gives meaning to an experience of yourself.   In terms of change within groups, there is a way to detect early on in any change process whether it is truly transformational or just the latest fad.  There has to be some commonly held meaning established; a personal meaning that is authentic and congruent for each individual.  Also, going back to Maslow’s model, it shows how humankind moves up towards self-actualization.  But before one can move to the next level, the basic needs from the lower levels are cumulative.  A person would require their basic physical needs to be satisfied before they could be freed to think of higher aspirations.”

“Yes, that’s right.  What other similarities do you see between Young’s model and your work?” asked Poncho.

“Well, at first glance, one might think my work mainly involves Young’s stage 6, by working with the mind.  But if you look at it in terms of the four levels and the ways of knowing that each represents, it is obvious that personal, organizational, and global transformation does involve all four of them.  For example, one of the most powerful initiators of change is the ‘wake up call’.  When a person or group is forced to recognize an emergency event, there comes with it a sense of extreme discomfort and chaos.  Their response to this event will depend on what level they are operating from.  If they are in survival mode, they will be coming at the problem from Young’s level 4 and using their basic instincts and senses.  If there were no physical danger felt, they would be better able to respond to the events from level 3, using their powers of reason.  Then, when they have a good proficiency of using those two levels together, they can then begin to integrate level 2 ways of knowing – feelings and emotions.  That requires coordinating the inputs from all three of the levels to begin to make sense of the wake up call and begin to uncover its meaning for them.”

“What about the level of Spirit?  How would you include that in your example?”  Poncho wanted to know.  

“My sense of it is: Spirit has been involved in the process all along.  The question is whether or not the person or group is consciously aware of it.  For those who are, they will pay attention to their inspirations, sychronicities that occur, dreams, and gut-feelings, etc.  All of these things involve operating from mainly level 2 (feelings).  For those who have the deepest connections to Spirit, the qualities of their intuitions may be coming more strongly from level 1.  But to make that distinction between pure intuition and level 2 feelings can become difficult, I would think.”

“According to my people, Spirit is in everything.  The Ancient Ones lived in a timeless age.  Interaction with Spirit informed their decisions more fully in ways we cannot even imagine today.  Their connection was unbroken.  But because of the descent into matter, and back up again, there is a purification that we are undergoing now.  Pure intuition remains elusive to our ability to comprehend it because we have to go through the process of remembering what it is.”

“Yes, but with all of the obsession with technological advances out there, it sometimes seems that the ‘remembering’ will not happen in time to save humankind from its unsustainable habits.  On the other hand, if I look at some of the obstacles I have seen companies and people move through, the power of aligned intention and purpose can come together in very unexpected ways.  The challenge for us all, I think, is how to hold both of these seemingly contradictory truths at the same time.”

“Ho,” said Poncho in agreement.  “Look at this rock painting over here.  It is a large beetle-like creature and it is holding a two-legged figure in its pincers that arch above its head.  This is thought to portray a shamanic initiation journey where the man is torn apart and devoured by an evil spirit, to then be reassembled as a shaman. (www.rockart.org).  It reminds us of the important component of change – death and rebirth.  Our present culture has learned to fear this process because we have lost connection with the larger purpose.”

“Yes,” agreed John.  “I see this fear all the time in people facing major change.  It can be turned into a positive if that fear can be redirected into a motivating force to explore new information and make new connections within themselves and to others.”

The next day, they loaded up the boat and went back the way they came.  

They passed by the old abandoned Southern Pacific Railroad tunnel that runs along the bank of the Rio Grande, cutting beneath the cliff.  John remembered walking through it as a boy.  John’s father had taken him through part of it to reach the first ventilation hole that opened up to face the river flowing below.  Then he remembered the bats and how creepy it was, and how he loved every minute of it.  John was thinking also about how his sense of curiosity and love of exploring, always propels him forward to learn and experience new things.  He has always questioned how things work.  It has always been a core part of him –his very nature.  And he knew it always would be.

Poncho tells John stories along the way back about the many changes he has seen in the river over the course of his lifetime.  Many archaeologists have come and gone over the years.  And Poncho was involved in most of the major digs.  Just before Lake Amistad was built, many of the caves located close to the water level were excavated to remove as many artifacts as possible before the rising water submerged them.

In just a few hours they were back to the familiar Twin Caves which marks the take out point for Langtry.  They loaded the boat onto the trailer and took the dirt road that leads back up to Uncle Sam’s place.  Poncho and John said their good-byes and thanked each other for the incredibly enlightening trip they had just experienced together.  John stayed another day to visit family in Langtry and to see the large family collection of artifacts that had now been consolidated into a one-room house.  

Reflections and Integration

On the drive back to Austin, John’s mind was reeling.  He marveled over the synchronistic way he had met his guide and new friend.  He knew he had just completed something that needed to be re-experienced in the light of a new perspective.  By his going back to the source of such a wonder-filled, early boyhood event, John realized how affirming it was for his own sense of purpose.  He began thinking of how this experience is but one small microcosm of the larger universal experience of Spirit represented in Arthur Young’s reflexive arc.  He also thought of countless examples of the many symbols of transmutation – fire, alchemy, reincarnation, death, birth, shamanic initiation, dismemberment, astrology, magic, ritual, etc.  These archetypal themes and symbols have permeated the myths of man throughout the ages.  John thought about Poncho’s drawing of Young’s model on the smooth rock that lay just a few feet from pictographs that could be as old as 9,000 years old.  Were they so different?  What if those ancient paintings represented the same story, only told in different symbols?  He began to ponder the message of it all.  There has to be a reason why this theme persists through all obstacles and degrees of freedom…  

And his quest continues.
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