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by Greg Mackie

I’ve been thinking a lot lately about the relationship between individual responsibility (our responsibility for our-
selves) and communal responsibility (our responsibility for others). These thoughts have been spurred in part by the cur-
rent political debate between conservatives emphasizing the individual side in the form of individual freedoms, limited 
government, and unregulated capitalism; and progressives emphasizing the communal side in the form of social justice, 
government’s responsibility to serve the common good, and a social safety net. 

But this is not a political piece; rather, it is about a broader issue that transcends politics. The relationship between 
individual and communal responsibility is something we wrestle with every day. Do I take care of myself first, or do I 
put others first? Is it better to give something to the panhandler, or is it better to withhold it to teach him a lesson in per-
sonal responsibility? Do I let my kids learn from their mistakes the hard way, or do I bail them out? Am I a self-made 
man, or does it take a village? 

So, the relationship between individual and communal responsibility is not just an abstract problem for philosophers, 
but is of great practical import. If we are students of A Course in Miracles, the crucial question then becomes: What 
would the Course have us emphasize? Should we focus more on the individual side or the communal side? The answer 
to this question is crucial because it forms a major component of our basic stance toward life. It will influence virtually 
everything we do. So in this piece, I want to share my thoughts on how I believe the Course would have us answer this 
vital question. 

First, let me define my terms in a bit more depth. By “individual responsibility,” I mean the idea that by and large, we 
are individually responsible for the condition of our lives; we cannot blame outside forces like other people or society 
for the state we are in. Since individual responsibility is so crucial, we have no obligation to help others; in fact, placing 
too much emphasis on helping others is actually detrimental, because it leads to their dependency. What we should do is 
improve our lives through our individual effort and encourage others to do the same. Through individual empowerment, 
a better world will emerge. 

We see this broad perspective in the American ideal of rugged individualism, in the idea that individual moral choices 
are responsible for the ills of the world, in a “law and order” stance that emphasizes the personal responsibility of law-
breakers, in laissez-faire capitalism, and in sayings like “God helps those who help themselves.” In its extreme form, this 
perspective can become a ruthless “every man for himself” stance that rejects any notion that we have a responsibility to 
anyone but ourselves.

By “communal responsibility,” I mean the idea that by and large, our community and environment are responsible 
for the condition of our lives; outside forces influence our lives to such an extent that we cannot significantly improve 
our condition through our efforts alone. Since communal responsibility is so crucial, we shouldn’t place too much stress 
on strictly individual efforts to improve our condition; in fact, placing too much emphasis on individual responsibility is 
detrimental, because as long as the external conditions that mold our lives are unchanged, individual effort is doomed to 
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futility. What we should do is work to improve the lives of others through service to those hurt by those external condi-
tions, and through social activism aimed at changing those conditions. Through communal service and activism, a better 
world will emerge.

We see this broad perspective in the American history of social justice movements like the civil rights movement, in 
the idea that “the system” is responsible for the ills of the world, in a stance that emphasizes the social conditions that 
lead to crime, in charities and programs (both government and private) to help the poor and disadvantaged, and in say-
ings like “I am my brother’s keeper.” In its extreme form, this perspective can become a despairing “We’re all helpless 
victims of the system” stance that rejects any notion that we have real power to improve our individual lives.

Obviously, the definitions I’ve just given are, to a certain extent, caricatures of these positions. Actual human beings 
generally don’t fall on one side or the other all the time; most people acknowledge that both individual and communal 
responsibility are real, important, and necessary. The most fervent libertarian acknowledges that no man is an island and 
helping one another in some form is an essential aspect of life. The most committed social activist acknowledges that 
individual choices make a huge difference in the conditions of people’s lives. In practice, I think we all realize that real-
life situations involve some combination of individual and communal responsibility, and we bring both perspectives to 
the table when trying to work things out.

However, I think people tend to emphasize one perspective or the other. They tend to look at life primarily through 
the lens of one perspective, seeing the other as secondary. I think we all intuitively understand this. If you think of 
particular people in your own life, your mind will probably automatically assign them to one camp or the other. While 
you’re almost certainly stereotyping them to some extent when you do this, at the same time you’re likely to be roughly 
accurate. If you know them well enough, they’ve probably already made it clear to you where they’re at. 

Indeed, you can see the clash between individual and communal emphasis everywhere you look. For example, not 
long ago I served on a jury in a criminal trial. The defendant in this trial likely did commit at least one of the crimes he 
was accused of, but he also likely had a mental illness that influenced what he did. And what I saw was that the jury was 
divided in terms of which aspect a juror emphasized. One contingent emphasized the mental illness and regarded it as a 
sufficient mitigating factor to justify a “not guilty” verdict. The other contingent emphasized that the mental illness was 
“not an excuse,” and therefore pushed for a “guilty” verdict. Both sides acknowledged that both the crime and mental 
illness existed, but they differed on whether the communal responsibility to have mercy on the mentally ill or the defen-
dant’s individual responsibility for committing the crime was primary.

That brings me to the title question of this piece: Given that both individual responsibility and communal responsibil-
ity are important, which is most important from the perspective of A Course in Miracles? Which one is primary; which 
one should we emphasize? I’ll give my answer first, and then explain why I came to this conclusion. In short: I think 
that in the Course’s view, we should emphasize individual responsibility in our stance toward our own lives, and empha-
size communal responsibility in our stance toward other people. Hopefully, what I mean will become clear as I proceed.

Let’s look at the two aspects of this answer one at a time, starting with the Course’s emphasis on individual respon-
sibility for our own lives. This is an idea well known to every Course student; in fact, it is by far the main emphasis in 
the Course community, at least when it comes to what people profess. We’re all aware of Course passages which declare 
that all of our thoughts, all of our emotional states, and everything that happens to us are the results of our individual 
decisions. For instance, look at these passages:

I am responsible for what I see.
I choose the feelings I experience, and I decide upon the goal I would achieve.
And everything that seems to happen to me I ask for, and receive as I have asked.

Deceive yourself no longer that you are helpless in the face of what is done to you.
Acknowledge but that you have been mistaken, and all effects of your mistakes will disappear.

It is impossible the Son of God be merely driven by events outside of him. It is impossible that 
happenings that come to him were not his choice. His power of decision is the determiner of every situation 
in which he seems to find himself by chance or accident. (T-21.II.2:3-3:3)

It is your thoughts alone that cause you pain. Nothing external to your mind can hurt or injure you 
in any way. There is no cause beyond yourself that can reach down and bring oppression. No one but 
yourself affects you. There is nothing in the world that has the power to make you ill or sad, or weak or 
frail. But it is you who have the power to dominate all things you see by merely recognizing what you are. 
(W-pI.190.5:1-6)
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This is individual responsibility on steroids. Regarding our individual lives, not once does the Course say to us, “The 
world did it to you. Your body did it to you. Society did it to you. Your parents did it to you. Your ex-husband did it to you.” 
All of the Course’s ideas and practices are geared toward helping us recognize that “I am not the victim of the world I see” 
(W-pI.31.Heading). As we think of ourselves, then, we should be thinking, “I do not blame anyone for my condition. I am 
a child of God, and I have the power to choose what to think, say, and do. My life conditions and my happiness are in my 
hands.”

Yet there is a whole other side to the Course that I think is much less recognized by Course students: our communal 
responsibility toward other people. Even though the Course affirms that each of us is responsible for our individual lives, 
it never says, “That guy over there is responsible for his life, you can’t do anything about it, and you shouldn’t try.” On the 
contrary, the Course strongly affirms that while, strictly speaking, we cannot cause the conditions of others, we have tremen-
dous influence on them. True, my thoughts, words, and actions can’t overrule others’ power of choice, but I can “reinforce 
errors they have already made” (T-1.III.5:9). This power to influence and reinforce is truly immense; in fact, the Course tells 
us:

The power of the Sons of God is present all the time, because they were created as creators. Their influence 
on each other is without limit, and must be used for their joint salvation. (T-6.I.18:1-2)

We saw individual responsibility on steroids earlier; here we see communal responsibility on steroids. Our influence upon 
each other is so powerful that it is without limit. Given this immense power, we must use our influence on others on behalf 
of our joint salvation. As Spider-Man always says, with great power comes great responsibility. So, along with all those pas-
sages about our individual responsibility toward our own lives, we see numerous passages about our communal responsibil-
ity toward our brothers:

Everyone teaches, and teaches all the time. This is a responsibility you inevitably assume the moment you accept 
any premise at all, and no one can organize his life without some thought system. (T-6.In.2:2-3)

You have assumed your part in [your brother’s] redemption, and you are now fully responsible to him. Fail him 
not now….His salvation is your only purpose. See only this in every situation, and it will be a means for bringing 
only this. (T-17.VIII.5:5-8)

The power to heal the Son of God [your brother] is given you because he must be one with you. You are 
responsible for how he sees himself. (T-21.VI.7:4-5)

Whenever you are with a brother, you are learning what you are because you are teaching what you are. He will 
respond either with pain or with joy, depending on which teacher you are following. He will be imprisoned or 
released according to your decision, and so will you. Never forget your responsibility to him, because it is your 
responsibility to yourself. Give him his place in the Kingdom and you will have yours. 

The Kingdom cannot be found alone, and you who are the Kingdom cannot find yourself alone. (T-8.III.5:8-
6:1)

Do not withhold salvation longer. Look about the world, and see the suffering there. Is not your heart willing to 
bring your weary brothers rest?

They must await your own release. They stay in chains till you are free. They cannot see the mercy of the 
world until you find it in yourself. They suffer pain until you have denied its hold on you. They die till you 
accept your own eternal life. (W-pI.191.10:6-11:5)

The message is clear: We have a profound responsibility to use our powerful influence upon our brothers’ minds in a way 
that helps them change their minds, and thus contributes to our joint salvation. In fact, a major reason that we are to apply 
such rigorous individual responsibility to our own minds is so that we can prepare ourselves for fulfilling our communal 
responsibility of releasing other minds: “It is essential…that you free yourself from fear quickly, because you must emerge 
from the conflict if you are to bring peace to other minds” (T-2.VIII.2:8). 

Put another way: We accept our individual responsibility to free our own minds so we can fulfill our communal respon-
sibility to free others’ minds by working miracles for them. As the early dictation of the Course put it, we need to hold our-
selves in a state of “miracle-mindedness” so we can fulfill our function of “miracle-doing” for our brothers. This is, after all, 
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a course in miracles. We are meant to spend our entire lives serving our community of brothers through extending heal-
ing miracles to them: “Each day should be devoted to miracles” (T-1.I.15:1). We are to shift their minds both through the 
example of carefree invulnerability we set, and through words and acts of kindness and love. Our goal is to reach a state 
of being where every aspect of us is fully devoted to this joyous task: “My eyes, my tongue, my hands, my feet today 
have but one purpose; to be given Christ to use to bless the world with miracles” (W-pII.353.Heading). 

Working miracles is not simply some happy but irrelevant by-product of fulfilling our individual responsibility for 
our own lives; fulfilling this communal responsibility to our brothers is the only way we ourselves can awaken from the 
dream. As one of the passages above says, fulfilling our responsibility to our brothers ultimately is fulfilling our respon-
sibility to ourselves. We cannot find the Kingdom alone. It is only by giving our brothers their place in the Kingdom that 
we find our place in the Kingdom.

So, to restate my answer to our title question: I think we should emphasize individual responsibility in our stance 
toward our own lives, and emphasize communal responsibility in our stance toward other people. But I want to stress 
that what I’m speaking of here is a matter of emphasis. I’m not suggesting that we should banish any thought of com-
munal influence on our own lives, or of others’ individual responsibility for their lives. Acknowledging communal influ-
ence on my own life is an acknowledgement of the oneness of the Sonship. Acknowledging the individual responsibility 
of others for their lives is an honoring of their power and (especially if I am in a teacher-pupil relationship with them) a 
way of helping them make better choices.

I’m simply saying that we should use individual responsibility — “My life condition is due to my choices” — as 
our primary frame of reference for our own lives, and communal responsibility — “I am here to be truly helpful to my 
brother” — as our primary frame of reference for our interactions with others. How exactly we mix the two perspectives 
in any individual situation is something we should turn over to the Holy Spirit.

This all sounds very abstract. How does it work in a real-life situation? Of course, to really bring this perspective to 
every aspect of our lives in a deep and lasting way, we need to walk to path of the Course day by day. But I think we can 
take an important step toward embodying this perspective simply by reminding ourselves of it frequently, making it a 
regular part of our thought process as we live our own lives and engage with those around us.

Think, for example, of how this might be applied to a romantic partnership. What I’m suggesting is that as we con-
sider our own thoughts, feelings, and actions in such a relationship, we should emphasize individual responsibility, 
which would look something like this: “I am responsible for my thoughts, feelings, words, and actions in this relation-
ship. I can’t blame my partner for what I’m experiencing. It’s not her fault. I’m not justified in getting angry with her. 
True, she does have a powerful influence on me, and it may be appropriate at times to talk with her honestly about some 
of the ways her thoughts, words, and actions impact me. Done in a kind way, it could actually be helpful to her for her 
to know how she impacts me. But I don’t want to make that the focus. Above all, I need to do my own work to take 
responsibility for my own condition here.”

Conversely, we should emphasize communal responsibility in our interactions with our partner, which would look 
something like this: “I love her, and I am here to be truly helpful to her. I want to use the powerful influence I have on 
her to heal her mind. I want to be courteous, kind, loving, and forgiving to her. I want to focus on all she is doing to 
help make the relationship work, rather than fault finding. I want to help her to be happy. True, she does have individual 
responsibility for her own thoughts, feelings, words, and actions, and it may be appropriate at times to talk with her 
honestly about some of the ways she is sabotaging herself. Done in a kind way, it could actually be helpful to her for her 
to know how she might choose better in certain situations. But I don’t want to make that the focus. I don’t want to look 
down my nose and say ‘What did you do to create that?’ whenever she has a problem. Above all, I need to work mira-
cles for her, to be of loving service to her, to give her her place in the Kingdom so that I can discover mine.”

Can you imagine what our lives would be like if everyone adopted a stance like this? I think this combination of 
individual responsibility for ourselves and communal responsibility for others would transform our world. One reason I 
think it is so powerful is that it is the exact opposite of the ego’s stance. Let’s face it, whatever our formal positions on 
this issue, our egos all pretty much work the same way. When it comes to our own problems, we appeal to communal 
responsibility: “You hurt me. You’re to blame. It’s all your fault. I never would have done that if you hadn’t…etc.” But 
when it comes to others’ problems, we’re very quick to appeal to individual responsibility: “I didn’t hurt you. I’m not to 
blame. It’s all your fault. Your life is your responsibility. You made your bed; you have to lie in it…etc.” Of course, we 
usually don’t put things quite this crassly. But isn’t this the underlying message behind so many of the “nicer” ways we 
try to position ourselves as the victims and other people as the responsible ones?

And I have to say, I think both the “every man for himself” school and the “we’re victims of the system” school have 
serious problems when used as exclusive (or nearly exclusive) ways of viewing human relations. The first perspective 
can breed a kind of callous indifference to the needs of others, providing a convenient rationale to look out for number 
one and not help other people. The second perspective can become a disempowering stance that locks people into a vic-
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tim mentality. Focusing too exclusively on one perspective (and angrily dismissing anyone who points out the virtues of 
the other) gets us nowhere.

It seems to me that the dual perspective I’m advocating here offers the best of both worlds: authentic empowerment 
for the individual combined with selfless service to others. It strikes me as the basic stance taken by some of our greatest 
heroes and saints. When I think of people like Jesus, Gandhi, and Martin Luther King, Jr., I see people who both stead-
fastly refused to see themselves as victims, and were committed to helping others who were negatively impacted by the 
oppressive social systems around them (in part by empowering those others not to see themselves as victims any longer 
either). 

Therefore, I think that a stance in which we emphasize individual responsibility toward ourselves and communal 
responsibility toward others, if done with the guidance of the Holy Spirit, has the potential to reverse the ego in a fun-
damental way. I think this is a big reason why the Course itself takes this stance. Let us, then, really give this a try. I 
think that as more and more people take this stance, we will see “miracles fall like drops of healing rain from Heaven” 
(W-pII.13.5:1) upon our tired world. And we will bring the day closer when, through both our individual and our com-
munal responsibility, we will awaken from the dream and return to the God Who alone is responsible for all that is true, 
good, and beautiful.

E-mail your comments to the author at: greg@circleofa.org
Greg Mackie has been a student of A Course in Miracles since 1991, and a teacher for the Circle of Atonement since 1999. He writes 
Course Q & A’s and “Course Meets World” articles for the Circle of Atonement's website, and is one of the co-leaders of the Circle 
Course Community. He sees his primary function as helping to develop a tradition of Course scholarship.

CIRCLE NEWS

Gathering in Sedona and retreat in St. Louis

On the weekend of April 8-11, 2011, we had our first Circle Course Community (CCC) gathering in Sedona. Twenty-
three of us were there. Many came from all over the country (including two from Alaska), several came from Canada, 
one from Mexico, and even one from the United Kingdom (Robert!).

The gathering began on Friday night with a social time at the Circle house. Greg called it “a reunion of people who 
had never met.” Towards the end of the evening, Robert and Veronica paid tribute to Andre Gendron for his years of 
devoted service to the Circle. (Andre stepped off the board at the beginning of this year.)

Saturday, Robert led a workshop that was open to the public, held at the sanctuary at Unity of Sedona, with 65 regis-
trants. Titled “Love Cannot Be Compromised: The Heart of A Course in Miracles,” it was designed to be a four-session 
overview of the Course’s thought system. This, in turn, is planned to become the basis for an introductory course that we 
intend to train teachers to present. So Saturday was not only our first workshop in Sedona in years, it was also a test-run 
of an event we hope will be reproduced many, many times. The day had a wonderful feel and feedback was very enthusi-
astic.

On Sunday, our CCC members gathered again at the Circle house for the bulk of our CCC gathering. It was a 
truly lovely day. We began with reading the day’s Workbook lesson and then having a nice half-hour meditation together. 
Then we shared about how various projects within the CCC are going. These included the Teacher-Pupil Initiative, 
Circle Advisors, the Scholarship Project, the Prayer Ministry, and the Workbook class. After a Southwestern lunch, we 
reconvened and talked about the training for the intro course. Then we heard about the activities and experience of com-
munity at the Circle’s first (and, for now, only) satellite: Course Oasis in Ottawa, Canada, run by Mary Anne Buchowski. 
Finally, we all sat and listened for, and then shared, guidance that would be helpful for the CCC, particularly about how 
we can build community more effectively and how we can manifest our vision for the future. 
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The next day, Monday morning, the teachers who were present from the Teacher-Pupil Initiative and the Workbook 
class had a chance to gather once more in the morning, to discuss plans for the future.

The CCC gathering was a smashing success, and we are already talking about the next one.
The following weekend, April 15-17, the St. Louis ACIM Council hosted a retreat with Robert Perry, Allen Watson, 

and Greg Mackie. It was billed as a reunion retreat for Allen and Robert, as they had presented there a number of times 
in years past. The event was titled “A Day in the Life of a Miracle Worker” and drew heavily on the vision of the mira-
cle worker in the early part of the Text, including many personal stories drawn from Helen’s early notes. The retreat was 
sold out at 85 registrants. It felt like a powerful weekend, as participants got in touch on a personal level with a vision of 
being a miracle worker that was fresh, yet also grounded in the Course’s earliest material.
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