The Shema Circle

God is One. 

So, love God with all your body, mind, soul, and spirit

and love others as yourself.






Discription of the Shema Circle

The Shema Circle

The Shema circle is a practical tool for human and social tranformation and is designed to be used by individuals and communities for the cultivation of integral spiritual practices and programs. The Shema Circle is being developed by the Center For Integral Spirituality as a tool for three main purposes.

1) individual transformation, 

2) the cultivation of integral leaders 

3) the creation of more holistic spiritual communities, 

Equiping each of these groups to be effective agents of global transformation. 

The Shema Circle...

· is a holistic model that integrates theology, philosophy, psychology, and spirituality into a practical tool for reflection and discernment. 

· is grounded in the theological tradition of the Jewish “Shema” (Dueteronomy 6:4-9) and in Jesus’s reflections on the “Greatest Commandment” (Matthew 22:36-38).

· focuses on individual transformation within spiritual communities for social change.

· is structured around the Perenniel Philosophy (Mind, Body, Soul, Spirit) and the Integral theory of Ken Wilber.

· is a process for deepenign and expanding one’s consciousness and boundaries of self.

· integrates human developmental and evolutionary theory. 

· uses inter-religious and inter-spiritual practices and sources.

· provides a theoretical and practical bases for developing a personal plan and/or a communal curriculum for transformation and spiritual development.

· can be used as a map or lens from which to evaluate the holistic nature of any  individual practice plan or the formation curriculem of a community. 

Description of the Shema Circle

God is One

The outer circle, which encompasses the individual fields, is symbolic of the essential oneness of God or the essential oneness of all reality.  Ultimately there is no outer boundary or boundaries between the individual fields – there is only Spirit which encompasses and indwells everything.  This essential oneness, which the circle represents, is reflected in the first part of the Jewish Shema, “God is one.”   It is in this oneness of God, or essential unity of all things, from which separateness and distinction emerge and to which all things return.  The Shema circle holds to essential unity even as it affirms the unique and beautiful manifestations of these essential oneness. There is differentiation in this oneness that are discernable and important , but ultimately it is all Spirit.  God is one.

Self & Other
The circle is divided into two halves or regions, an upper region, representing the “individual self” (I or me) and a lower half representing the “self in community” (thou or we). This distinction between the “individual self” and the “other” is ultimately a false dichotomy if taken too far.  We are always a “self in community” and a “community of selves.”  The boundary between self and other is ultimately an illusion and yet a division that we know and experience.  Seeing through and beyond this illusion while also deepening and widening the boundary of self is one of the primary purposes of the Shema experience.

The Self – Upper Half
The upper half of the circle represents the “individual self” and corresponds with second part of the Great Commandment, “to love your neighbor as your self.”   Love here is both an experience of awareness and embrace.  This upper region of the circle can also be considered the personal inward journey, the journey into what is considered “me.”  The spiritual practices and modalities in this region primarily focus on the individual and are for the purpose of both developing a holistic and healthy self sense (ego) as well as transcending or broadening the self sense to include more a more of reality.   The practice modalities in this region (i.e. exercise, shadow work, self inquiry, study, yoga and mediation) may look “selfish” because they are primarily concerned with the cultivation of a health independent self sense (ego/mind).  However, the practices of the Shema circle also seek to develop an awareness of “self” that transcends the individual and merges with the cosmic Self or Christ Consciousness. 

The Shema circle is based on the principle that to love your neighbor you must first love yourself. The Great Commandment assumes the formation of and the acceptance of a “self,” which is then expanded to include neighbor as self. Another way to understand this is to say we are “blessed to be a blessing.”  The purpose of the upper part of the circle is to cultivate an awareness and embodiment of the blessedness of the individual self and the continual expansion of its boundaries. 

It is important to note that the individual ego or self sense is not a bad thing.  It is important to develop a strong and healthy self sense, however the path of human transformation (the way of Christ, the path of enlightenment) is the transcendence of the ego/mind which does not diminish the ego but puts it in right order.  If we are not conscious of our own bodies, senses, emotions and thoughts we can not transcend them.  The top region of the Shema circle intentionally focuses on the develop of the individual self sense and its transcendence through a focus on the individual 

The spiritual practices in this area may be done with others, but their primary focus is on the development and transformation of the individual.   For example, one may lift weights with others or practice meditation in a group, but the primarily purpose for lifting weights is the strengthening of individual body and the primary purpose of mediations is the expansion of individual’s consciousness.  There are of course benefits for others when these practices are done in community.  There is a significant difference between practicing Yoga alone and practicing in a group.  When practicing Yoga in a group there is an intensity of energy in both the postures (asanas) and the level of consciousness that is not available when done alone.   However, Yoga is usually a practice for the development and transformation of the individual.  

The Self In Relationship  (Other) – lower half
The lower part of the circle focuses on cultivating of our relationships and interactions with others, corresponding to the first part of the Great Commandment “to love (be aware of and connected to) your neighbor as your self.”  This area focuses on the self in relationship to all that is considered other, including the natural world.  The lower region of the circle  intentionally cultivates care and compassion for and with others.  

In the Hindu tradition this would be called Karma-Yoga or the Yoga of Action.  

“Lord Krishna, in the Bhagavbad Gita, speaks of the karma-yogin’s working fof the welfare for the welfare of the world.  The Sanskrit phrase he uses is loka-samgraha, which literally means “world gathering” or “pulling people together.”  What it refers to is this: Our own personal wholeness, founded in self-surrender, actively transforms our social environment, contributing to its wholeness.”  (Deeper Dimensions of Yoga Feuergstein, p.48)

The outward interactions and practice modalities of this area (i.e. nature walks, family therapy, rational justice, vocation and service) all seek to cultivate healthy and compassionate relationships and interactions with others.  As we become conscious of our blessedness (upper circle) we are naturally and simultaneously called outside of our selves to be a blessing for others (lower circle)


One of the reasons it is important to make distinctions between individual practices and communal practices is related to the idea of skillful means.  As we seek to transform each of the different aspects of the human experience is important to be able to discern practices and programs which are most effective and efficient for the different areas of the human experience.  Therefore is it important to make a distinction between practices that focus on the individual (upper circle) and practices that focus on others. (lower circle). 

Flow& Balance

The Shema Circle seeks to develop a balance or sense of flow between the upper region of “self” care and the lower region of “other” care.  At different times in our lives we may find the need to focus on one region over the other.  In times of illness, grief and major transitions one’s energy naturally turns inward to love and care for the self – to cultivate and embody an awareness of our blessedness.  When the self has experienced a sense of its blessedness and wholeness it naturally turns outward to be a blessing in the world. A natural result of the inward self focus is an outward movement of care and creativity – being a blessing for others.  

This pattern of the flow between the inward and outward is exemplified in the journey of Jesus.  He first experiences and knows his blessedness, symbolized in his baptism and journey into the dessert, from which, he begins his outward journey of healing and compassion with others.  Again, blessed to be a blessing. This pattern of the inward journey moving into the outward journey and back into the inward journey is exemplified in his life of inward prayer and solitude proceeding and motivating his outward actions of healing and justice. As Margeret Wheatly says, “We turn inward to bring forth a self.  Then the self extends outward, seeking others, joining together.”  This is the dance of a balanced and transformed life. 


Again we must be careful to not create a dichotomy between the two, because ultimately there is no distinction between self and other.  God is one and we are all one in God.  In the midst of the natural flows of our energy between self and other we are working to both expand our boundaries of self and dissolve the illusion of their duality.  

A Holarchical Perennial Philosophy (Body, Mind, Soul, Spirit)

The Shema Circle integrates a Holarchical Perennial Philosophy which is basically a developmental description of the distinctive aspects or fields of human knowledge and experience.   The Shema circle uses the words body, mind, soul and spirit to symbolically delineate these fields.   There are a variety of different names which can and have been given to these different fields, but the fact that these differentiated fields exist is widely accepted, hence the term “Perennial,” which means recurrent or persistent.   These delineations have existed across time and in cultures, making the Perennial Philosophy an effective and appropriate foundation for the integration of different religious and cultural practices, because it assumes that every religion and culture has too some degree developed practices which address these different fields. 

Holarchical (Quote Ken Wilber) – The Shema circle embraces a holarchical understanding of reality and human development. A Holarchy is a hole/part.  It is something that is whole in and of itself and yet it is part of something larger.  It has internal consistency and yet is part of the internal consistency of something larger or more complex than itself.


The Shama circle uses a holoarchical understanding of human development to bring attention to the different parts of the human experience.  

We are evolving from stages of lesser complexity to stages of greater complexity.   Each new stage of development integrates the complexities of the last stage into a new stable whole.  Sickness or unhealthy at any of the lower stages will have an effect on overall development.  The energy of consciousness drops to the lowest level to mend a block or heal  a sickness on its progression to a full recognition of itself pure consciousness


Spirit has left its footprints on the way down from Pure Spirit to Soul to Mind to Body to Matter.  The Shema experience is an intentional turning around (repentance) to retrace these footprints back up to Pure Spirit.  

Inter-Spiritual, Inter-Religious, Inter-Cultural 

The Shema Circle seeks to integrate practices from a variety of religious, spiritual and cultural sources for each of the fields. This is possible because every religious and cultural tradition has developed rituals and practices which address each of these areas of the human experience.  For example, all cultural and religious traditions have practices which specifically nurture and cultivate the body field. North Americans have developed practices of running and exercise, the Greeks created the athletic games and physical training. Native American’s drum and dance.  Many religions have practices of fasting and diet restrictions that clean and care for the body field.  The Shema circle seeks to provide access to a variety of different practices which come from these different sources in order to provide a holistic and integrative approach to practices.

We have developed the Shama Circle to be inclusive of different religious and secular traditions for two specific reasons.  1) Certain religious and secular traditions have practices and modalities which are more effective at the cultivation of certain fields.  For example, the Buddhist tradition has more highly developed practices of meditation.  While western psychology, on the other hand, has developed more for effective intra-personal and inter-personal practices.  We believe, by integrating a variety of religious and secular traditions we can develop a more effective and holistic plan for our spiritual development. However, it is possible, and at times recommend, to develop an integral practice plan which stays within a certain religious tradition.  A special selection of Christian integral spiritual practices is being created for those who wish to remain in the Christian tradition. We hope the Shema Circle will inspire the creation of other integral practices with intentionally remain within other faith traditions. 

Self and Ego

Spiritual development is partially related to expanding and deepening our sense of Self, or that with which we identify as me.   Spiritual development is a process of expanding our capacity to be aware of more and more of reality and relating to it in an intimate and compassionate way.  This is a process of expanding and deepening “loving awareness” or compassion.

Another way to say this to say spiritual development is a process of becoming more compassionate.  Compassion is a loving embrace of the other in ways that expand the boundary of self.  The relationship of the mother and her infant is a good symbol of the type of compassion the Shema circle is seeking to cultivate. A mother experiences compassion when she responds the cry of her hungry infant by lactating.  There is a fluid and natural movement between the mother and child, because the mother’s compassion, or “loving awareness” breaks down the barriers between her and the infant, without dissolving the differentiations and distinctions between the two.  The mother is aware of the crying child and identifies with the need or hunger that produced the cry and then has a physiological response to that need and an internal motivation to be a part of relieving that hunger pain with very flow of her own milk.  There is a natural “flow” of relationship across individual boundaries.  

This symbol of the compassionate relationship between the mother and child provides a model for how we may ultimately be able to relate to all reality.   Spiritual development is a process of becoming more and more compassionate with all of reality or dissolving or transcending the boundaries between self and other so that there is a fluidity and naturalness to the movement of Spirit between to self and other.  The purpose of the Shema circle is to be able to have compassion, “loving awareness” with all of reality. 

This type of loving awareness can also be called Christ Consciousness.  It provides a model for how Jesus the Christ might have consciously perceived and experienced reality.  And the kind of consciousness that he invites us to embrace.  This is the type of consciousness that can help us creatively embody and enact in the Kingdom of God, to which he so often spoke. 

Stages of Self Development.

The path and development of our self sense can be divided into three basic stages. from pre-personal self to personal self to tans-personal self. 


The Ego (also called personal self or conscious personality) is a more limited or constricted self sense within the larger experience of the Self (Soul). The full functioning ego allows us to “think, plan, remember, anticipate, organize, self-reflect, distinguish reality from fantasy, exercise voluntary control over impulses and behavior, and love.” (Jack Englar, Psychoanalysis and Buddhism, p.36)

The higher self or as we will say the transpersonal self is an integrated self sense that includes but transcends the lower self (ego). Consciousness is the space of awareness in which both the lower self and the higher self arise. is also more tied to the relative and transitory Ultimately, none of them exist only consciousness taking,


The ego is made up of…

The formation of the ego and its integration into a larger self (Soul) is a significant part of human development and a primary factor in the spiritual journey.  

A healthy individual is able to have the needs and drives of the ego as an object in ones’ awareness instead of being a subject to these needs and drives.  The individual is seeking to “have” an ego instead of be “had by” the ego.  This objectivity with one’s ego is an ability to identify with a larger self, or higher self, that transcends and includes the ego.  This objectivity is a process of being able to have perspective on one’s ego instead of the ego being one’s perspective.  In order to have ego integration and transcendence, however, we must first develop a healthy ego in order for it to be included and transcended.  As Jack Engler has written, “You have to be somebody before you can be nobody.” (Psychoanalysis and Buddhism, p.35)

The developmental process of forming a healthy ego and the ability to transcend it are different for each person.  In general terms we could say that the first part of life is for the development of a healthy body-mind ego and the second part of life for transcend it, or learning to identify with a larger or higher self.  We can have state experiences of self transcendence at earlier stages of development, but the center of gravity of consciousness usually remains firmly in grounded in the body-mind ego. 

The needs and drives of the ego are not inherently morally bad or sinful, as some religious traditions are prone to teach.  However, the body-mind ego drives do tend to cause us to act in self centered ways, often placing our needs and well being over that of others.  Or getting those needs meet at the expense of others.  As has been already stated the ego is necessary and central part of being a fully functioning human.   

“Why are you so unhappy?

Because 99.9% of what you do is for your self,

and there is not one!”

Spiritual Practice

When it comes to spiritual practice and the Shema circle it is important to be aware of the dynamics of the body-mind ego.  The ego can actually use spiritual practices to build itself up and strengthen the boundary between self and other.  Spiritual practices become a tool for the separate self to “feel good” about itself rather than transcending itself or allowing itself to be the object of reflection of a higher self.  The ego seeks to take control of spiritual practices and their desired results by inserting itself as the “disciplined one” or the “one who seeks” or the “spiritual one.”  This allows the ego to stay in control while giving the impression of being integrated into a higher self.

An integral practice plan, like the Shema, encourages a balanced approach to ego formation and ego transcendence.  The ability to transcend one’s lower self, which comes with transpersonal practices does not mean that we don’t also need practices that make the lower self healthy and functional.

“The fact is that there is not a way to practice mediation that is immune from the anxieties, needs, cognitive-emotional styles, and dynamics of our own character structure.  Spiritual practice, like psychotherapy itself, can serve defensive aims.  This makes it even more imperative to understand that the no-self teaching does not mean we do not need to work with our own psychological self, our own character, or our relationships with others, either as a next step in our own development or as unfinished business from past that continues to get in the way. ((Psychoanalysis and Buddhism, p.38)
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