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Abstract

This study examines a novel by James Redfield called The Celestine Prophecy from a critical-textual-narrative perspective.  Included in the analysis is a Burkian analysis of motive.  The analysis reveals a mystical rhetorical strategy.  The mystical strategy enables Redfield to present two themes enveloped in a narrative form.  The first theme involves the union of divergent philosophical perspectives.  The second theme includes the nine insights that point to a new spiritual existence and Jesus as a first type.  Redfield’s use of a narrative approach provides a vehicle r in which to deliver his claim about an ineffable/spiritual existence and implies concepts concerning a spiritual communication.  Implications about the connection between spiritual stories, narrative theory, and spiritual communication are explored.


The Celestine Prophecy:  An Examination of the Motive within

a Contemporary Spiritual Narrative

“In the beginning was the Word.”





John the Apostle 

“Words . . . stop . . .. Intuitions . . . appear in the back of your mind.”









James Redfield 


An ancient Greek text states, “In the beginning was the ‘logos’.”  Barclay (1975) translates the Greek word “logos” as “reason[ed]” or “order[ed]” communication, (pp. 48-49).  Reasoned communication may refer to any symbolic language system.  Therefore, language precedes all human activity and is constituting and constitutes the world as experienced (Stewart, 1996; Potter, 1996). 


Lately, however, individuals have been asking what realities or communication may be independent of language.  In other words, are there modes of communication that precede language or operate independent of or perhaps interdependently with language or symbolic communication.  Several questions emerge from such observations. Was there--is there--a sphere of existence that is independent of “word”?  Perhaps this sphere is independent of beginning in that it just “is” or is “being” itself. 


Traditionally, and from a scholarly perspective, the study of being has been referred to as ontology.  Communication scholars have expressed interest in ontological issues because they have provided an arena for discussing the nature of the human being (Bowers & Bradac, 1982). Recently popular texts have featured ontological-communication issues focused on the ineffable.  For example, a passage from Redfield’s book compares “word” or symbol communication with that which is intuitive or spiritual in nature.

The words you have habitually willed through your head in an attempt to logically control events . . . stop when you give up your control drama.  As you fill up with inner energy, other kinds of thoughts enter your mind from a higher part of yourself.  These are your intuitions.  They feel different.  They just appear in the back of your mind, sometimes in a kind of daydream or mini-vision, and they come to direct you, to guide you. (pp. 153-154.)

In other words, popular discussions about communication are emphasizing a non-symbolic communication or spiritual communication (Penkoff, 1996).   Yet at the same time symbols are used to refer to or describe the non-symbolic.  In fact, non-symbolic communication may be the by-product of symbolic communication.  Nonetheless, non-symbolic/spiritual communication refers to or is itself ineffable. Thus, tension exists regarding the relationship between non-symbolic and symbolic communication.  Exploring the relationship between communication that is claimed to be non-symbolic with that which is clearly symbolically based is the purpose of this paper.  The exploration is contacted via a close reading of one particular example of spiritual communication as it appears in a spiritual narrative by James Redfield called The Celestine Prophecy.   


Redfield’s book is typical of other popular books, one example being Conversations with God:  An Uncommon Dialogue—Book 1 (Walsch, 1996).  In fact these books, often categorized as ‘New Age” literature, are so popular, they often comprise the largest single category in bookstores.   Redfield’s story is not unlike a popular movie called E.T., which captured the imagination of millions.  It connected earthlings to the extraterrestrial in a way that removed the fear of the unknown and connected them with the notion that the universe is united and friendly (Rushing, 1985, p. 188).  E.T. like The Celestine Prophecy identified laden transcendental concepts for an earth bond, positivistic culture.


Rarely do such books or movies fit within the traditional religious or spiritual categories.  Though they may be uncategorizable in a traditional sense, they do deal with traditional ontological concepts, are characteristically presented in narrative form, and refer to spiritual communication.  In other words, while the content has a distinctly metaphysical flavor, the authors share their spiritual perspectives using the familiar form called storytelling.  


With these notions in mind, contemporary spiritual content shared in the form of stories, I propose to examine one of these texts, The Celestine Prophecy, from a critical-textual-narrative perspective.
 In addition, a Burkian perspective will be utilized to ascertain motive (Burke, 1962). General questions like the following are the impetus behind this paper:  Are contemporary spiritual texts indeed “new” in content, form, motive, etc. or are they the “old, old stories that we love to tell.”  If so, how are they new or just the retelling of old stories?  If new in some dimension or another, what can we learn about the communication of the creative, the spiritual, from these texts?  More specifically, what creative narrative features make the communication of the spiritual or spiritual communication possible? 

Spiritual Communication Research


Scholarly discussion surrounding spiritual communication has continued to grow in recent years.  Penkoff (1996) captures the impetus of most scholarly discussions by stating that spiritual communication is the product of human “collectivity” (p. 1).  Penkoff also states that the spiritual communication is “evocative of human transcendence” (p. 10).  However, the concept of spirituality has been connected only recently to communication.  


Since the seventies, Schneider (1993) claims there has been an “explosion of interest in transcendental dimension” and adds the alternate phrase of  “existential spirituality or wonderment” to describe the cultural events to which he is referring (p. 91).  Schneider, working from a psychological perspective, is joined by others who link spirituality to healing and well being or try to distinguish religion from spirituality (Penkoff, 1996, p. 4; Frohock, 1993; Reed, 1992).  Goodall (1993) believes that the emphasis on the spiritual is a reaction to a postmodern fragmentation of society (pp. 41-42).  He goes on to wonder, “What would a theory of communication include if we took seriously the idea that humans are, first and foremost, spiritual beings?”(p. 41).  


Other organizational communication scholars link spirituality to trust (Clegg, 1990) and are beginning to suggest that spirituality may be something that an organization is rather than just being another characteristic of organizations like ritual or conflict (Penkoff, 1996, p. 9).  Goodall (1993) views spirituality as ineffable, and Penkoff (1996) claims that most of the literature echoes Goodall’s view (p. 7).  In this paper, I add to the discussion by looking at how a popular text frames the spiritual within a narrative.  By so doing, I hope to begin exploring how narration or narrative literature and the spiritual may be linked.  In other words, what role does narrative play in relationship to communication about or communication that is ineffable? 

Redfield’s Narrative


James Redfield’s story is about a man who journeys to Peru high in the Andes Mountains.  The man is on a quest for ancient manuscripts lost for centuries deep in old-growth forests.  The manuscripts contain nine insights into life.  The insights are not merely suggestions about how to live a better and more fulfilling life but rather how to live in order to take part in an evolutionary process that encompasses all life.  The narrator of the story, who also is the main character, journeys through space as well as through a sequential unfolding of the nine insights. At first he is hesitant, if not skeptical, about what friends and acquaintances claim regarding the insights.  However, as he reads and experiences each insight first hand, he too believes the central theme of the manuscript--that human beings are evolving toward a completely new plane of existence on earth, a spiritual existence. 


The story is much like a parable with hidden meanings and lessons about life that come through interpretations afforded the narrator’s friends, acquaintances, and an occasional priest.  The story unfolds as a gripping adventure.  Governmental and church officials who want to suppress the manuscript function to create the tension and fear the manuscript seeker’s experience.  The governmental and church officials join in the suppression because the manuscript poses a threat to their control of the people and the traditions of the church.


The adventurers continue on the quest for all the manuscript’s content.  They do so despite powerful resistance because they believe that the manuscripts will enable humankind to make a quantum leap into the next millennium.  The insights and predictions of the manuscripts apply to interpersonal and international relationships.  Thus, the threats and warnings from the officials appear to be worth the risks.  
Thematically, the story is similar to the prophecies of Nostradamus and writings of Carlos Castaneda’s The Teachings of Don Juan.


Though the story ends with the main character actually finding and reading all nine insights, unfinished business remains because he hears of a tenth insight and recalls an earlier, hurried encounter with a friend named Charlene.  His journey began with a similar event surrounding the manuscripts first insight.  However, officials force him to leave Peru telling him in a “heavy Peruvian accent to never, never return” (p. 246).
  The author leaves the reader with a strong impression that a sequel will follow.

The Manuscript’s Insights


Because the insights are the essence of the book, a summary of their content is essential to an analysis of the story.  The first insight involves “coincidences” (p. 16).  “The First Insight occurs when we take the coincidences seriously.  These coincidences make us feel there is something more, something spiritual, operating underneath everything we do" (p. 16).  The second insight suggests that history communicates an underlying, unified meaning to the changes characteristic of each new “millennium” (p. 27).   “The Second Insight institutes our awareness as something real.  We can see that we have been preoccupied with material survival . . . we know our openness now represents a kind of waking up to what is really going on” (p. 119).


The third insight involves “energy” (p. 48).  “It defines the universe as one of pure energy, an energy that somehow responds to how we think” (p. 119).  With the energy a person gains a “heightened sensitivity to beauty” (p. 48).  The fourth insight teaches of  “one dynamic energy” (p. 65).  People try to steal energy from one another because they perceive or experience a shortage of energy.  A “higher source” of energy can “provide all we need if we can only open up to it” (p. 120).  The fifth insight suggests a means of opening to the higher source of energy by avoiding “competition,” “manipulation,” and “conflict” as a means of stealing energy from others (p. 106).


The sixth insight involves personal awareness. Personal awareness includes “wak[ing] up to who we really were” (p. 148).  In so doing, “children take our level of vibration and raise it even higher.  This is how we, as humans, continue evolution” (p. 148).  The seventh insight involves “guidance” (p. 156).  The seventh insight says, “We must take the observer position” 

(p. 169).  In so doing, the evolver can stop fearful images and think on that which is good.  The eighth insight concerns “addiction” to another person (p. 179).   It is about “Interpersonal Ethic, a way of treating other people so more messages are shared” (p. 179).  The insight applies to children and how to raise them in a way that avoids “control dramas” (Burke, p. 153).  The ninth insight involves “conscious evolution” (p. 222).  For example, “humans will voluntarily decrease our population so that we all may live in the most powerful and beautiful places on the Earth” (p. 222).  Taken as a whole, the insights are used to detail the evolution of humankind into a spiritual level of existence of which “Jesus” was the first type (p. 239). 

Methodology


Working generally with the assumption that criticism augments the practice as well as the theoretical understanding of "rhetorical communication" (Henry, 1992, p. 221), I have taken a narrative‑textual‑critical perspective on Redfield's book.  Under the rubric of textual criticism, the critic chooses a particular textual‑critical method, whether analytical, interpretive, or that of an "advocate," that is consistent with the critics own personal methodological presuppositions (Warnick, 1992, p. 234).  Thus, this critical objective is consistent with the artifact in that Redfield's book is a story.   


This perspective on the nature of narrative criticism is broadly defined and includes the following considerations.  First, a narrative is a way of "ordering and presenting a view of the world through a description of a situation involving characters, actions and settings that changes over time" (Foss, 1989, p. 229).  Second, a narrative(s) can be critiqued by assessing its substance, form, appropriateness, aesthetic appeal, or ethical dimensions given the context of a particular audience.    



Burke's Dramatism


Following the general narrative analysis, the narrative elements were perused using Kenneth Burke's dramatistic theory of communication built from the Shakespearean notion that "all the world's a stage, and all the men and women merely players" (Shakespeare, As You Like It, II, p. 7).  At the heart of Burke’s theory is the distinction between action and motion.  This distinction specifies that humans act while animals and nature are characterized by mere motion.  Motion corresponds to the biological while action corresponds to the neurology and symbol usage (Burke 1969, p. 60).  Thus, some human activity is merely biological in nature.  In other activities where we "strive to reach goals in areas such as education, politics, religion, commerce, or finance, we are motivated by our symbolicity" (Foss, 1989, p. 336). 


Burke's notion of action assumes three conditions inherent in human action:  freedom of choice, purpose or will, and a connective relationship between action and motion.  First, if humans cannot make a choice, they are merely reacting, not acting.  Second, if humans can chose, they can chose one response over another.  And finally, though action is distinguished from motion, action cannot exist without motion.  For example, to jog for exercise may be considered simply motion since it involves the biological need for exercise.  However, the symbolic conception of exercise is more complex than merely jogging, involving other possible physical activities.  Thus, even jogging becomes an action (Burke, 1969, pp. 14, 276). 


In addition to the distinction between action and motion, Burke's dramatistic theory emphasizes performance.  Humans perform messages much as a play is performed or presented, and in so doing, they reveal and create the reality to be perceived or lived in.  How particular communicators engage in the action of communicating indicates numerous choices available to them.  The situations and features described in a communication event simultaneously exclude other possible choices.  "Once a critic knows how a rhetor has described a situation, the critic is able to discover that rhetor's motive for action in the situation" (Foss, 1989, p. 336).  Burke’s dramatistic theory implies that every rhetorical act can be described using the common elements of staged performance.  


The design of Burke’s pentad aids the critic in discovering a rhetor's motive "by examining how rhetoric is used to encompass a situation" (Foss, 1989, p. 335).  Utilizing Burke's pentad involves identifying five dramatistic terms in Redfield's book.  The five terms constitute a "grammar" for the discovery of motive.  Burke says, "In a rounded statement about motives, you must have some word that names the act (names what took place, in thought or deed), and another that names the scene (the background of the act, the situation in which it occurred); also, you must indicate what person or kind of person (agent) performed the act, what means or instruments he used (agency), and the purpose" (Burke, 1969, p. xv).  In addition to the elements of the pentad, Burke includes five corresponding philosophical perspectives that follow from featuring one of the elements of the pentad over the others.  For example, featuring scene presupposes materialism; featuring agent presupposes idealism; featuring agency presupposes pragmatism; featuring purpose presupposes mysticism; and featuring act presupposes realism (Burke, 1969, p. 128). 


After identifying the five terms in Redfield's story, the following schema emerges:  the act (writing the story); the agent (main character/narrator/author); the agency (a book); the scene (Peru); the purpose (to share the nine insights).  Furthermore, a process of comparing the terms revealed that one term receives the most attention--purpose.  This discovery means that Redfield was guided, in writing The Celestine Prophecy, whether consciously or not, by the corresponding philosophical system of mysticism.  


Incidentally, in support of the notion that there is a close relationship between the narrator and James Redfield the author the story, it is common knowledge that James Redfield is existentially involved and committed to the intellectual notions implied in his novels.  For example, he publishes a monthly letter called “The Celestine Journal” which shares his present experience and reflections on the spiritual renaissance occurring in contemporary stories from around the world. 

Motive


In support of my conclusion that the rhetorical perspective called mysticism motivated Redfield, I offer the following analysis of the ratios.  First, any one of the characters could have been used to highlight the sequential discovery of the nine insights.  In fact, in part all the characters in some way discover them.  Consequently, the agent or character is subordinate to purpose.  Second, agency or a novel is also insignificant when compared to purpose.  A novel is a common mode of communication, and Redfield could have selected other means of sharing purpose.  In other words, he could have written a movie script or produced a movie.  Thus, agency or a novel is subordinate to purpose.  Third, the act of writing is subordinate to the purpose because Redfield could have written a novel about anything.  For example, he could have written a story about fishing in Peru.  Finally, the setting is also insignificant when compared to purpose because the story could have occurred in any number of places with the same purpose still driving the adventure story.  Thus, purpose immerges as the dominant element of the pentad.  


When purpose is the dominant element of the pentad, Burke argues that mysticism is the corresponding philosophical perspective (Burke, 1969, p. 128).  Mysticism emphasizes unity to the point that the individual disappears.  Identification becomes so strong that "the individual is unified with some cosmic or universal purpose" (Foss, 1996, p. 461; Burke, 1969). 

Two Themes


From the general narrative analysis, two themes were apparent.  By their nature the two themes were within the circle of mysticism.  As a rhetorical choice the two themes emerged from the nine insights or the purpose of the story.  First, through a mystical strategy, Redfield is able to unify many conflicting and powerful philosophical perspectives including among others Christianity, Eastern religions, and principles of theoretical physics or the New Physics.   Second, mysticism provides a vehicle in which to describe and illustrate a form of communication that is spiritual in nature.  In fact, the main point of the book is that humans are evolving toward a spiritual existence.  In the process of moving toward a spiritual existence, a new form of communication is featured.  The central feature of the new form of communication is ineffability or non-symbolic communication.  Though an exploration of the first theme would be interesting in itself for it illustrates how mysticism as a rhetorical strategy can be used to unify divergent perspectives, the central purpose of this paper revolves around Redfield's second theme--spiritual communication.  Redfield presents several characteristics of spiritual communication as featured in the coming spiritual existence.

Redfield's Model of Spiritual Communication 

As the story unfolds, an intuitive or spiritual communication is revealed along with the insights.  Redfield uses traditional narrative form to present the spiritual communication to the reader.  The underlying theme of the book is that a superior form of communication exists that humans will someday utilize.  Thus, the implication is that narrative is merely a temporary vehicle used to deliver the message of a superior kind of communication (p. 153).  This superior kind of communication, spiritual communication, as illustrated in the story, has distinctive characteristics.  All the characteristics are connected by a conceptual notion referred to as “heightened sensitivity” (p. 43).  In other words, spiritual communication connects humans to a unified meeting of meaning or universal oneness.  Such communication is consistent with the underlying rhetorical motive of mysticism.  


Five characteristics of spiritual communication can be gleaned from Redfield’s story.

First, spiritual communication is sensitive to “coincidences” (p. 16).  Second, spiritual communication is sensitive to “energy” movements, which are felt more than known cognitively (p. 49).  Third, spiritual communication is sensitive to a connective whole and is aware of how all events fit together (p. 21).  Fourth, spiritual communication is sensitive to the universe’s evolutionary movement toward an ultimate purpose (p. 222).  Such sensitivity provides meaning and sense of what is best in each situation.  Thus, evil or harm can be avoided.  Fifth, spiritual communication has an objective position from which observations and comparisons can be conducted (p. 169).  
Though Redfield tells a story through the use of familiar narrative symbolicity, his story is merely a container holding for a while that which he believes is superior or enduring. 

Conclusion


Given the narrative analysis of Redfield’s popular story The Celestine Prophecy, several observations are in order.  First, the popular appeal can be linked to the mystical rhetorical strategy of the story.  As stated earlier, Goodall (1993) believes that recent interest in the spiritual can be linked to a reaction against a fragmented postmodern society (pp. 41-42).  Thus, Redfield’s mystical strategy has a welcome tone to ears longing to hear messages of unity and an ultimate purpose for human existence.  Though Redfield’s story is filled with adventure and with a measure of danger and fear, his purpose is not to tell an adventure story.  His purpose is to tell a story that relates how through all of life’s experiences humans are experiencing purpose.  In other words, life is ultimately purposeful.  He uses the word “it” to refer to the human experience of life and that “it” all matters, “it’s” all going somewhere, “it’s” all connected to something good as in Redfield’s reference to “Jesus” (p. 239). 


Second, Redfield’s notions of an intuitive, non-symbolic, or spiritual communication also taps a latent belief.  Modern audiences have grown to distrust the hype and manipulation of multimedia messages.  In fact, even among the ranks of the scholarly, a new form of rhetoric has been advocated, called invitational rhetoric.  For example, Foss & Griffin (1996, p. 2) claim that persuasion can be nonviolent and a personal transformational choice rather than attempts at manipulations from external sources.  A contention between their notions and that of Redfield’s images of a spiritual communication that also changes people seems natural.


Third, the notion of a spiritual communication is not new.  In fact, Greek students of rhetoric like Gorgias, Plato, and even Aristotle refer to a muse.  The muse was a spirit that occasionally visited a speech event.  Legend has it that Gorgias turned to Socrates one day and commented on Socrates’ unusual elegance.  They both recognized it as the “spirit of rhetoric.”  The muse experience, however, is a product of symbolic communication and not something independent from it.  Even Redfield’s allusion to Jesus, as the first type or the foreshadowing of a spiritual evolutionary product, is an echo of the Christocentric evolution advocated in the writings of Pierre Teilard de Chardin (1969).   Nevertheless, as an appeal to popular audiences such a connection can prove effective especially when connections are desired in a fragmented society.


Finally, though the notion of a non-symbolic communication is appealing, given the potential for miscommunication in symbolic systems, little if any support is evident in the story or the scholarly literature to suggest that spiritual communication is independent from symbolic.  In fact, the case is quite the contrary.  In Redfield’s story, narrative functions as a container that holds the potential for the spiritual.  Another comparison may well be that narrative is pointer or preparation for the spiritual.  Therefore, perhaps a representational theory of communication is the best model for explaining the relationship between the symbolic and the spiritual, or narrative and spiritual communication. 
Yet other sources claim that spiritual communication is the result of human “collectivity” much like the muse referred to by the ancients (Penkoff, 1996, p. 1).  Perhaps spiritual communication is the result of the ethical use of symbols and a collective meeting of meaning.
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Author Note

� Throughout this paper, the occurrence of a page number without mention of an author or date indicates that the quote is from Redfield’s book.





