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see the other as oursel f. Casarjian expla ins in Forgiueness: 

"Even small acts of forgiveness always have significant 

ramifications at a personal level. Even sma ll acts of for­

giveness contribute to one's sense of trust in oneself and 

the potential of others; they contribute to a human spirit 

that is fundamentally hopeful a nd optimistic rather than 

pessimistic or defeated; they contribute to knowing oneself 

and others as potentially powerful people who can choose 

to lovingly create, versus seeing humans as basically self­

ish , destructive and sinners ." 

When we have clarity of mind and heart we are able to 

know delight, to engage the sensual world around us with 

a pleasure that is immediate and profound. In his essay 

"Down at the Cross," James Baldwin declares: "To be 

sensual .. . is to respect and rejoice in the force of life, of 

life itself, and to be present in all that one does, from the 

effort of loving to the breaking of bread." Poet Adrienne 

Rich ca utions against the loss of the sensual in What Is 

Found There? Notebook s on Poetry and Politics: "Sensual 

vitality is essential to the struggle fo r life . It's as simple­

and as threatened- as that." Estra ngement from the rea lm 

o f th e senses is a direct product of overindulgence, of ac­

quiring too much. This is why living simply is a crucial 

part of healing. As we begin to simplify, to let the clutter 

go, whether it is the clutter of desire or the actual material 

clutter and incessant busyness that fills every space, we 

recover our capacity to be sensual. When the as leep body, 
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numb and deadened to the world of the senses, awakens, 

it is a resurrection that reveals to us that love is stronger 

than death. 

L 0 V ERE DEE MS. DES PIT E all the lovelessness that 

surrounds us, nothing has been able to block our longing 

for love, the intensity of our yearning. The understanding 

that love redeems appears to be a resilient aspect of the 

heart's knowledge. The healing power of redemptive love 

lures us and calls us toward the possibility of healing. We 

cannot account for the presence of the heart's knowledge. 

Like all great mysteries, we are all mysteriously called to 

love no matter the conditions of our lives, the degree of 

our depravity or despair. The persistence of th is call gives 

us reason to hope. Without hope, we cannot return to 

love. Breaking our sense of isolation and opening up the 

window of opportunity, hope provides us with a reason 

to go forward. It is a practice of positive thinking. Being 

positive, living in a permanent state of hopefulness, renews 

the spirit. Renewing our faith in love's promise, hope is 

our covenant. 

I began thinking and writing about love when I heard 

cynicism instead of hope in the voices of young and old. 

Cynicism is the greatest barrier to love. It is rooted in 

doubt and despair. Fear intensifies our doubt. It paralyzes. 

Faith and hope allow us to let fe ar go. Fear stands in the 

way of love. When we take to heart the biblical insistence 
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that "there is no fear in love," we understand the necessity 

of choosing courageous thought and action. This scripture 

encourages us to find comfort in knowing that "perfect 

love casts our fear." This is our reminder that even if fear 

exists it can be released by the experience of perfect love. 

The alchemy of perfect love is such that it offers to us all 

a love that is able to vanquish fear. That which is rendered 

separate or strange through fear is made whole through 

perfect love. It is this perfect love that is redemptive- that 

can, like the intense heat of alchemical fire, burn away 

impurities and leave the soul free . 

Significantly, we are told in biblical scripture that it is 

crucial that love casts out fear "because fear hath tor­

ment." These words speak directly to the presence of an­

guish in our lives when we are driven by fear. The practice 

of loving is the healing force that brings sustained peace. 

It is the practice of love that transforms. As one gives and 

receives love, fear is let go. As we live the understanding 

that "there is no fear in love" our anguish diminishes and 

we garner the strength to enter more deeply into love's 

paradise. When we are able to accept that giving ourselves 

over to love completely restores the soul, we are made 

perfect in love. 

The transformative power of love is not fully embraced 

in our society because we often wrongly believe that tor­

ment and anguish are our "natural" condition. This as­

sumption seems to be affirmed by the ongoing tragedy that 
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prevails in modern society. In a world anguished by ram­

pant destruction, fear prevails. When we love, we no 

longer allow our hearts to be held captive by fear. The 

desire to be powerful is rooted in the intensity of fear. 

Power gives us the illusion of having triumphed over fear, 

over our need for love. 

To return to love, to know perfect love, we surrender 

the will to power. It is this revelation that makes the scrip­

tures on perfect love so prophetic and revolutionary for 

our times. We cannot know love if we remain unable to 

surrender our attachment to power, if any feeling of vul­

nerability strikes terror in our hearts. Lovelessness tor­

ments. 

As our cultura l awareness of the ways we are seduced 

away from love, away from the knowledge that love heals 

gains recognition, our anguish intensifies . But so does our 

yearning. The space of our lack is also the space of pos­

sibility. As we yearn, we make ourselves ready to receive 

the love that is coming to us, as gift, as promise, as earthly 

paradise. 
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Thirteen 

DESTINY : 

WHEN ANGELS SPEAK OF LOVE 

Love is our true destiny. We do not find the meaning 

of life by ourselves alone-we fin d it with another. 

- TH OMA S M ERT ON 



BELIEVING IN DIVINE love comfoctcd me as a 

child when I felt overwhelmed by loneliness and sorrow. 

The solace of knowing I could speak my heart to God and 

the angels made me feel less alone. They were there with 

me during anguished and terrifying dark nights of the soul 

when no one unders tood. They were there with me, lis­

tening to my tears and my heartache . I could not see them 

but I knew they were there. I heard them whispering to 

me about love's promise, letting me know all would be 

well with my soul, speaking to my heart in a divinely 

sweet secret language. 

Angels bear witness . They are the guardian spirits who 

watch, protect, and guide us throughout our lives. Some­

times they take a human form. At other times they are 

pure spirit-unseen, unimaginable, just forever present. 

One sign that a religious awakening is taking place in our 

culture is our obsession with angels. Images of angels are 
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everywhere; they are characters in movies , Images 111 

books, on notecards and calendars, on curtains and wal l­

paper. Angels represent for us a vision of innocence, of 

beings not burde ned by guilt or shame. Whether we imag­

ine them the dark round -faced forms of Copti c tradition 

or the fair, winged cherubs that we usually see, they are 

messengers of the divine. We see them as always bringing 

news that w ill give our hearts ease. 

Our cultural passion for the ange lic expresses our long­

ing to be in paradise, to return on ea rth to a time of 

connectedness and goodwill, to a time when we were 

heart-whole. Even though the images of angels we most 

commonly see are childlike fig ures aglow with rapture and 

unspeakable delight, as messengers they carry the weight 

of our burdens, our sorrows, and our joys. In represen­

tations they are most often given a childl ike visage to re­

mind us that enlightenment comes only as we return to a 

childlike state and are born again. 

We see angels as light-hearted creatures in swift motion 

reaching for the heavens. Their being and the weight of 

their knowledge is never static. Always changing, they see 

through our false selves . Possessing psychic insight, intui­

tion, and the wisdom of the heart they stand for the prom­

ise of life fulfilled through the union of knowledge and 

responsibility . As guard ians of the soul's well-being, they 

care for us and with us. Our turning toward the an-
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gelic is evocative of our yearning to embrace spiritual 

growth. It reveals our collective desire to return to love. 

THE FI R 5 T 5 TOR I E 5 of angels I heard as a child were 

told at church. From religious teachings I learned that as 

messengers of the divine, angels were wise counselors. 

They were able to assist us in our spiritual growth. Un­

conditional lovers of the human spirit, they were there to 

help us face reality without fear. The story of an angel 

that remained most vivid to me throughout my childhood 

and on into my adult life was the narrative of Jacob's 

confrontation with the angel on his way home. Jacob was 

not just any old biblical hero, he was a man capable of 

intense passionate love. Coming out of the wilderness, 

where as a young man he fled from fami lial strife, Jacob 

enters the land where his relatives live. He meets there his 

soul mate, Rachel. Even though he swiftly acknowledges 

his love for her, they can unite only after much hard work, 

struggle, and suffering. 

We are told Jacob served seven years for Rachel, but it 

seemed to him only a few days "so great was the love he 

had to her." Interpreting th is story in The Man Who 

Wrestled with God, John Sanford comments: "The fact 

that Jacob could fall in love at all shows that a certain 

amount of psychological growth had taken place in him 

during his journey through the wilderness. So far the only 
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woman in his life had been his mother. As long as a man 

remains in a state of psychological development in which 

his mother is the most important woman to him, he can­

not mature as a man. A man's eros, his capacity for love 

and relatedness, must be freed from attachment to the 

mother, and able to reach out to a woman who is his 

contemporary; otherwise he remains a demanding, de­

pendent, childish person." Here Sanford is speaking about 

negative dependency, which is not the same as healthy 

attachment. Men who are positively attached to their 

mothers are able to balance that bond, negotiating de­

pendency and autonomy, and can extend it to affectional 

bonds with other women. In fact, most women know that 

a man who genuinely loves his mother is likely to be a 

better friend , partner, or mate than a man who has always 

been overly dependent on his mother, expecting her to 

unconditionally meet all his needs. Since genuine love re­

quires a recognition of the autonomy of ourselves and the 

other person, a man who has loved in childhood has al­

ready learned healthy practices of individuation. As Jacob 

labors for Rachel, making wrong choices and difficult de­

cisions, he grows and matures. By the time they wed he is 

able to be a loving partner. 

Meeting his soul mate does not mean Jacob 's journey 

toward self-actualization and wholeness ends. When he 

receives the message from God that he should return to 

the home he once ran from, he must once again journey 
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through the wilderness. Aga in and again wise spiritual 

teachers share with us the understanding that the journey 

toward self-actualization and spiritual growth is an ar­

duous one, full of challenges. Usually it is downright dif­

ficult. Many of us believe our difficulties will end when 

we find a soul mate. Love does not lead to an end to 

difficulties, it provides us with the means to cope with our 

difficulties in ways that enhance our growth. Having 

worked and waited for love, Jacob becomes psychologi­

cally strong. He calls upon that strength when he must 

once again enter the wilderness to journey home. 

A divine voice brings Jacob the message that he must 

return to the land of his ancestors . As a man who bas 

learned to love, Jacob intuitively asks for guidance. He 

listens to his heart speak. When the answer comes, he acts. 

Since he left home in the first place because he had con­

flicts with his brother Esau, the prospect of returning is 

frightening. But he must come face to face with his past 

and seek reconciliation if he is to know inner peace and 

become fully mature. On the long journey home Jacob 

continually engages in conversations with God. He prays. 

He meditates . Seeking solace in solitude he goes in the 

dead of the night and walks by a stream. There, a being 

he does not fully recognize wrestles with him. Unbe­

knownst to him, Jacob has been given the gift of meeting 

an angel face to face . 

Confronting his fears, his demons, his shadow self, Ja-
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cob surrenders the longing for safety. Psychologically he 

enters a primal night and returns to a psychic space where 

he is not yet fully awake. It is as though he becomes a 

child in the womb again striving to be reborn. The angel 

is not an adversary seeking to take his life, but rather 

comes as a witness enabling him to receive the insight that 

there is joy in struggle. His fear is replaced by a sense of 

calm. In Soul Food: Stories to Nourish the Spirit and the 

Heart, Jack Kornfield and Christina Feldman write that 

we too can choose serenity in the midst of struggle: "In 

that calmness we begin to understand that peace is not the 

opposite of challenge and hardship. We understand that 

the presence of light is not a result of darkness ending. 

Peace is found not in the absence of challenge but in our 

own capacity to be with hardship without judgment, 

prejudice, and resistance. We discover that we have the 

energy and the faith to heal ourselves, and the world, 

through an openheartedness in this movement." As Jacob 

embraces his adversary, he moves through the darkness 

into the light. 

Rather than letting the angel go when light comes, Ja­

cob demands and is given a blessing. Significantly, he can­

not receive the blessing without first letting fear go and 

opening his heart to be touched by grace. Sanford writes: 

"Jacob refused to part with his experience until he knew 

its meaning, and this marked him as a man of spiritual 

greatness. Everyone who wrestles with his spiritual and 
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psychological experience, and, no matter how dark or 

frightening it is, refuses to let it go unti l he discovers its 

meaning, is having something of the Jacob experience. 

Such a person can come through his dark struggle to the 

other side reborn, but one who retreats or runs from his 

encounter with spiritual reality cannot be transformed." 

It should reassure us that the blessing the angel gives to 

Jacob comes in the form of a wound. 

Woundedness is not a cause for shame, it is necessary 

for spiritual growth and awakening. I can remember how 

strange it seemed to me as a child when I read this story 

over and over in my big book of Bible stories for children, 

that to be wounded could be a blessing. To my child's 

mind woundedness was always negative. Being unable to 

protect oneself from hurts inflicted by others was a source 

of shame. In Coming Out of Shame, Gershen Kaufman 

and Lev Raphael contend: "Shame is the most disturbing 

emotion we ever experience directly about ourselves, for 

in the moment of shame we feel deeply divided from our­

selves. Shame is like a wound made by an unseen hand, 

in response to defeat, failure or rejection. At the same mo­

ment that we feel most disconnected, we long to embrace 

ourselves once more, to fee l reunited. Shame divides us 

from ourselves, just as it divides us from others, and be­

cause we still yearn for reunion, shame is deeply disturb­

ing." Shame about woundness keeps many people from 

seeking healing. They would rather deny or repress the 
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reality of hurt. In our culture we hear a lot about guilt 

but not enough about the politics of shame. As long as we 

feel shame, we can never believe o urselves worthy of love. 

Shame about being hurt often has its origin in child­

hood . And it is then that many of us first learn that it is 

a virtue to be silent about pain . [n Banished Knowledge: 

Facing Childhood Injuries, psychoanalyst Alice M iller 

states : "Not to take one's own suffering seriously, to make 

light of it or even to laugh at it, is consi dered good man­

ners in our culture . This attitude is even called a virtue 

and many people (at one time including myself) are proud 

of their lack of sensitivity toward their own fate and above 

all toward their own childhood." As more people have 

found the courage to break through shame and speak 

about woundedness in their lives, we are now subjected 

to a mean-spirited cultural response, where all talk of 

woundedness is mocked . The belittling of anyone's 

attempt to name a context within which they were 

wounded, were made a victim, is a form of shaming. It is 

psychological terrorism. Shaming breaks our hearts. 

All individuals who are genuinely seeking well-being 

within a healing context realize that it is important to that 

process not to make being a victim a stance of pride or a 

location from which to simply blame others . We need to 

speak our shame and our pain courageously in order to 

recover. Addressing woundedness is not about blaming 

others; however, it does allow individuals who have been , 
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and are, hurt to insist on accountab ility and responsibility 

both from themselves and from those who were the agents 

of their suffering as well as those who bore witness. Con­

structive confrontation aids our healing. 

The story of Jacob's confrontation with the angel is a 

narrati ve of healing precisely because it shows he is in­

nocent. T here is nothing he has done to anger the angel. 

T he adversarial confl ict is not of his making. He is not 

accountable. And he is not to blame for his wo und . How­

ever, healing happens when he is able to embrace the 

wound as a blessing and assume responsibility for his ac­

tions. 

We are all wounded at times . A great many of us remain 

wounded in the place where we would know love . We 

carry that wound fro m childhood into adu lthood and on 

into old age. The story of Jacob reminds us that embracing 

our wound is the way to heal. H e accepts his vulnerability. 

Kornfie ld and Feldman remind us that the moment in 

which we are touched by pain and " the unpredictability 

of life 's changes" is the moment in which we can find 

salvation: "As we turn toward the specific shadows in our 

own lives with an open heart and a clear and focused 

mind, we cease res isting and begin to understand and to 

heal. In order to do this, we must learn to feel deeply, no t 

so much opening our eyes as opening the inner sense of 

the mind and the heart. " When Jacob wrestles with the 

angel, he fee ls a heightened sense of awareness . Facing this 
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struggle gives him the courage to persevere in his journey 

back to face conflicts and reconcile them rather than live 

in alienation and estrangement. 

As a nation, we need to gather our collective courage 

and face that our society's lovelessness is a wound. As we 

allow ourselves to acknowledge the pain of this wound 

when it pierces our flesh and we feel in the depths of our 

soul a profound anguish of spirit, we come face to face 

with the possibility of conversion, of having a change of 

heart. In this way, recognition of the wound is a blessing 

because we are able to tend it, to care for the soul in ways 

that make us ready to receive the love that is promised. 

Angels bring to us the knowledge of how we must jour­

ney on the path to love and well-being. Coming to us in 

both human form and as pure spirit they guide, instruct, 

and protect. Alice Miller chose to call the angelic force in 

an individual's life the "enlightened witness." To her, this 

was, in particular, any individual who offered hope, love, 

and guidance to a wounded child in any dysfunctional 

setting. Most folks who come from a conflict-ridden 

family or a setting that was lacking in love remember the 

individuals who offered sympathy, understanding, and at 

times a way out. Speaking of her mother's "miserable 

childhood" Hillary Clinton remembers that "others out­

side the family circle stepped in, and their help made all 

the difference." From childhood on, I found many of my 

angels in favorite authors, writers who created books that 

234 



DEST[NY: W HE N ANGELS SPEAK OF LOVE 

enabled me to understand life with greater complexity. 

These works opened my heart to compassion forgO , lveness, 
and understanding. In her memoir Are You Somebody?, 

Irish journalist N uala O'Faolain writes about the life­

saving nature of books, declaring, "If there was nothing 

else, reading would- obviously-be worth living for." 

German poet Rainer Maria Rilke's autobiographical 

writing transformed my sense of self as a teenager. At a 

time when I felt like an outsider, unworthy and unwanted, 

his work gave me a way to see being an outsider as a place 

of creativity and possibility. In the concluding chapter of 

the memoir of my girlhood, Bone Black, I write : "Rilke 

gives meaning to the wilderness of spirit I am living in. 

His book is a world I enter and find myself. He tells me 

that everything terrible is really something helpless that 

wants help from us . I read Letters to a Young Poet over 

and over. I am drowning and it is the raft that takes me 

safely to the shore." I received his book as a gift at a 

spiritual retreat. There I met a priest who worked as a 

chaplain at a nearby college . He was one of the featured 

speakers. Intuiting the depths of my despair, he offered 

me solace. I was in my teens and had begun to feel as 

though I could not go on living. Suicidal longings domi­

nated my waking thoughts and my nightmares . I believed 

death would release me from the overwhelming sadness 

that weighed me down. 

Listening to spiritual testimony at the retreat I felt even 
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more sorrowful. I could not understand how everyone else 

could be lifted by divine spirit when I felt more and more 

alone, as though I was fa lling into an abyss without hope 

of rescue. I never asked Father B. what he saw when he 

looked at me or why I was chosen as one of the individu­

als he singled out for spiritual counsel ing. He touched my 

soul, offering to me (and to everyone he connected with) 

a loving spirit . In his presence I felt chosen, beloved. Like 

many earthly angels who visit us and touch our lives with 

their vis ionary power and healing wisdom, I never en­

countered him again. But I have never forgotten his pres­

ence, the gifts he offered to me-gifts of love and 

compassion freely given. 

The presence of angels, of angelic spirits, reminds us 

that there is a realm of mystery that cannot be explained 

by human intellect or will. We all experience this mystery 

in our daily lives in some ways, however small, whether 

we see ourselves as " spiritual" or not . We find ourselves 

in the right place at the right time, ready and able to re­

ceive blessings without knowing just how we got there. 

Often we look at events retrospectively and can trace a 

pattern, one that allows us to intuitively recognize the 

presence of an unseen spirit guiding and directing our 

path. 

W hen I was a young girl , I would lie in my attic bed 

and talk endlessly with divine spirit about the nature of 

love. T hen, I did not imagine I would ever have the cour-
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age to speak about love without the solitary covering of 

secrecy or night. Like Jacob, wandering alone by the 

stream, in the stillness of my pitch-dark room I grappled 

with the metaphysics of love, seeking to understand love's 

mystery. That grappling continued until my awareness in­

tensified and a new vision of love came to me. Now I 

recognize that I was engaged from then until now in a 

disciplined spiritual practice-opening the heart. It led me 

to become a devout seeker on love's path-to talk with 

angels face to face unafraid. 

Understanding all the ways fear stands in the way of 

our knowing love challenges us. Fearful that believing in 

love's truths and letting them guide our lives will lead to 

further betrayal, we hold back from love when our hearts 

are full of longing. Being loving does not mean we will 

not be betrayed. Love helps us face betrayal without losing 

heart. And it renews our spirit so we can love again. No 

matter how hard or terrible our lot in life, to choose 

against lovelessness- to choose love- we can listen to the 

voices of hope that speak to us, that speak to our hearts­

the voices of angels. When angels speak of love they tell 

us it is only by loving that we enter an earthly paradise. 

They tell us paradise is our home and love our true des­

tiny. 
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ACCLAIMED VISIONARY, cultural critic and feminist theorist, 

bell hooks was born and raised in Hopkinsville, Kentucky. She re­

ceived her B.A. from Stanford University, where, at the age of twenty, 

she published her first book: the ground breaking feminist treatise 

Ain't J a Woman: Black Women and Feminism. Bell received her M.A. 

from the University of Wisconsin and her Ph.D. from the University 

of California at Santa Cruz. Previously a professor in the English de­

partments at Yale University and Oberlin College, hooks is now a dis­

tinguished Professor of English at the City University of New York. 

Bell is hailed as one of the foremost intellectual voices on race in 

America. Puhlishers Weelcly rated bell's Ain't I a Woman one of the 

twenty most influential women's books of the last twenty years. At­

lantic Monthly named bell one of the New Intellectuals who are 

"bringing moral imagination and critical intelligence to bear on the 

defining!y Ame rican matter of race ." Utne Reader named bell one of 

the" 1 00 Visionaries Who Could Change Your Life." 

A prolific writer, she is the author of more than seventeen books 

including Rememhered Rapture: The Writer at Work; Wounds of 

Passion: A Writing Life; Bone Black: Memories of Girlhood; Killing 

Rage: Eliding Racism; Art 011 My Mind: Visua l Politics; Outlaw 

Culture: Resisting Representations; and Bread: Insurgent Blaclc In­

tellectual Life, co-authored with Cornel West. Her next book, Sal­

uation: Black Peopie alld Loue, will be published by William 

Morrow in February 2001 . 
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