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A Course in Miracles is often described as “nondualistic.” Many 
compare it to the nondualistic Hindu philosophy known as Advaita 
Vedanta—it has even been called a “Christian Vedanta.” It seems to be a 
nearly universally held view that the Course and the great nondualistic 
sages of the world are saying the exact same thing in different words. 

I agree that the Course is nondualistic and shares many commonali-

ties with other nondualistic paths. However, I also think there is at least one crucial difference between it 
and most other forms of nondualism out there—a difference that is the focus of this article. In a nutshell, 
the more conventional view of nondualism says that opposites (like good and evil, life and death, or spirit 
and body) are all manifestations of the One. The Course’s nondualism, on the other hand, says that only the 
positive side of certain fundamental opposites is a manifestation of the One (God); the negative side is not a 
manifestation of God at all, but is instead solely a mistaken product of our own minds. 

This difference may sound merely theoretical or academic, but in fact it has a profound practical impact 
on our view of God and how to live in the world. I personally find the Course’s version of nondualism far 
more attractive, because in my view it is the only one that gives us a totally loving God, Whose nature pro-
vides a firm foundation for living in the world in a totally loving way. 

What is nondualism?
Before discussing these different forms of nondualism, it may be helpful to give a generic definition. To 

get an idea of what nondualism is, let’s start with a definition of its opposite, dualism. My dictionary defines 
dualism in several ways: “a theory that there are two basic substances or principles, as mind and body,” “the 
doctrine that there are two eternal principles, one good and the other evil,” “the belief that man embodies 
two parts, as body and soul.” As you can see, all of these definitions converge on a single idea: that reality 
is fundamentally two—there are two substances, principles, or parts, both real and contrary to each other. 

Nondualism, then, is a view that rejects this idea of twoness—in fact, Eastern traditions often describe 
the nature of reality as “not two,” claiming that this phrasing as more accurate than saying that reality is 
“one.” That being said, for the purposes of this article I think the terms are close enough that we can regard 
“not two” and “one” as essentially the same. Nondualism is thus roughly equivalent to monism, which my 
dictionary defines as “any of various theories holding that there is only one basic substance or principle as 
the ground of reality or that reality consists of a single element.” In short, reality is fundamentally not two, 
but one.
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Conventional understanding: Nondualism means that both sides of pairs of opposites are 
manifestations of the One

Before I go into more detail about this “conventional” understanding, I want to make clear that this isn’t 
meant to describe every version of nondualism out there. Given the many and varied nondualistic systems, 
whatever I say is bound to be incomplete. And given the tremendous depth and sophistication of these 
systems, I will gladly admit the possibility that I’m missing something significant. Nevertheless, what I’m 
describing here is an extremely common view, so common that the well-known transpersonal philosopher 
Ken Wilber identifies it with the “perennial philosophy.” He sums it up this way:

[T]he perennial philosophy (the esoteric or inner core of the wisdom religions) has always avoid-
ed any of those dualities—Heaven or Earth, masculine or feminine, infinite or finite, ascetic or 
celebratory—and centered instead on their union or integration (“nondualism”). And indeed, this 
union of Heaven and Earth, masculine and feminine, infinite and finite, ascending and descend-
ing, wisdom and compassion, was made explicit in the “tantric” teachings of the various wisdom 
traditions, from Neoplatonism in the West to Vajrayana in the East. And it is this nondual core of 
the wisdom traditions to which the term “perennial philosophy” most applies.1

In this understanding of nondualism, all of the apparently dualistic opposites of existence—to Wilber’s 
list, one could add things like love and hate, good and evil, life and death, joy and pain, spirit and body—are 
really just different expressions of the unified One. Now, it is true that nondualistic systems also regard these 
opposites as illusions, but they are not completely divorced from reality. They are illusions in the sense that 
they don’t have reality independent of the Reality from which they spring, but they are also real in the sense 
that they are expressions of that Reality. The Encyclopedia of Religion speaks of this in a discussion of the 
great Advaita Vedanta philosopher Sankara:

According to Sankara, the concept of brahman in the Upanisads teaches that all particulars of 
the spatial or temporal world—all objects, thoughts, spirits, and gods (since gods are temporal, 
they are less than brahman)—are real only with respect to, only by virtue of being one with, 
brahman. Particulars that appear real to the observer independent of brahman do so because of 
an all-pervasive ignorance (avidya).2

All particulars are unreal in themselves, but real by virtue of being one with Brahman. This idea of oppo-
sites being illusions in themselves but real as manifestations of the One is also captured in a famous para-
doxical statement attributed to the twentieth-century Indian sage Ramana Maharshi:

The world is illusory;

Brahman alone is real;

Brahman is the world.

The world of manyness and opposites is illusory; all things in it are appearances, and to believe that any 
of these appearances are real in and of themselves is ignorance. The only reality is the great One, Brahman. 
Yet at the same time, “Brahman is the world.” The world of illusion is a manifestation of Brahman and actu-
ally is Brahman. One way this is often expressed is that the world is God’s lila, or “play.” It has also been 
described metaphorically as waves on the ocean. Thus all of those opposites—life and death, love and hate, 
good and evil, spirit and body, and many more—are “not two,” but instead are equal aspects of the unified 
Reality from which they flow.

From this standpoint, privileging one side of a pair of opposites is regarded as dualistic. Wilber strongly 
emphasizes this point. He says that the very nature of enlightenment is the realization of our oneness with 
both sides: “[If enlightenment is] defined only as a realization of the timeless and unborn…then I must deny 
that Spirit is also the world of manifest Form, and thus I have a very dualistic Spirit.”3 To do anything but 
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affirm both sides is to “violate nonduality in a fundamental way.”4

Indeed, more than once a follower of one of the nondualistic schools has told me that certain teachings 
of the Course—like its view that the physical world is entirely unreal in every way—are dualistic. The argu-
ment usually goes something like this: To see physical form as utterly unreal and in no way a manifestation 
of God is essentially to make it a separate and antagonistic “reality,” somewhat like the old Manichean and 
Gnostic systems that posited a battle between a good power of pure spirit and an evil power that created 
matter. Nondualism, in the conventional view, means that you have to include everything we see as part of 
the great Oneness; therefore, any system that doesn’t regard everything as part of the great Oneness must 
be dualistic. 

Course understanding: Nondualism means that only the positive side of certain funda-
mental pairs of opposites is a manifestation of the One

The Course, while it never uses the terms “nondual” or “nondualistic,” agrees with nondualistic systems 
in asserting that reality is fundamentally “not two,” but one. Yet it has a quite different way of applying this 
idea to the apparent dualities of this world. In the view described above, the One is beyond all opposites, 
yet also manifests both sides of the opposites in the world. But in the Course’s view, with certain funda-
mental pairs of opposites—including many of the ones I’ve already mentioned, like love and hate, good 
and evil, life and death, spirit and body—it is not true that both sides are manifestations of the One (which 
in the Course is God). Rather, only the positive side of these pairs is of God, while the negative side is not 
an aspect of Him at all. (I use the phrase “certain fundamental pairs of opposites” because this isn’t true of 
all the opposites we can think of; with many, like “hot” and “cold” or “up” and “down,” the Course would 
claim that neither is an aspect of Him.)

This is a difficult idea to grasp, because in the world we see, it seems that each side of a pair of opposites 
requires the existence of the other: “Here is opposition part of being ‘real.’” (W-pI.138.2:2). Every coin must 
have two sides. But from the Course’s standpoint, the reality of only one side is a matter of simple logic. It 
says that whatever is real or true is total: “Truth must be all-inclusive, if it be the truth at all” (W-pI.152.2:6). 
If this is so, then whatever is real or true cannot have a genuine opposite: “Truth cannot have an opposite. 
This can not be too often said and thought about” (W-pI.152.3:5-6). Therefore, if one side of a pair of appar-
ent opposites is true, the other side must be false, because it contradicts an all-encompassing truth. 

You can see this principle at work in Course quotes like the following:

A mind and body cannot both exist. Make no attempt to reconcile the two, for one denies the 
other can be real. If you are physical, your mind is gone from your self-concept, for it has no 
place in which it could be really part of you. If you are spirit, then the body must be meaningless 
to your reality.  (W-pI.96.3:4-7)

Either all things die, or else they live and cannot die. No compromise is possible.  
  (W-pI.163.6:3-4)

You see the flesh or recognize the spirit. There is no compromise between 
the two. If one is real the other must be false, for what is real denies its opposite.   
 (T-31.VI.1:1-3)

Although you are one Self, you experience yourself as two; as both good and evil, loving and 
hating, mind and body. This sense of being split into opposites induces feelings of acute and 
constant conflict, and leads to frantic attempts to reconcile the contradictory aspects of this self-
perception. You have sought many such solutions, and none of them has worked. The opposites 
you see in you will never be compatible. But one [truly] exists.  (W-pI.96.1:1-5)

If you have the gift of everything, can loss be real? Can pain be part of peace, or grief of joy? Can 
fear and sickness enter in a mind where love and perfect holiness abide? Truth must be all-inclu-
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sive, if it be the truth at all. Accept no opposites and no exceptions, for to do so is to contradict 
the truth entirely.  (W-pI.152.2:3-7)

As I’ve mentioned, only the positive side of these opposites is a manifestation of God. Thus, there is only 
good, only life, only spirit, only joy, only peace, only holiness—all else is pure illusion generated solely by 
our own minds in our mistaken attempt to separate from God. Thus we can see that the Course’s view is 
quite different in this respect from other nondualistic systems. The Course never says anything like “God is 
the world.” (Since God created only Heaven, the physical world cannot be real.) The Course never calls this 
world God’s “play”; instead, it says that the world is our cruel game, played with “sharp-edged children’s 
toys” for the purpose of delaying our homecoming to God (see W-pII.4.5). God is in no way responsible for 
things like hate, evil, death, and bodies: He is a Being of pure Love, and therefore these things cannot be 
part of Him or His creation at all. 

From this standpoint, privileging one side of these pairs of fundamental opposites is not dualistic at all—in 
fact, it is exactly what the Course wants us to do. It says, “It is essential that you realize your thinking will 
be erratic until a firm commitment to one or the other is made” (T-3.II.1:5), and makes clear that because 
we are of God, only a firm commitment to God’s side is really possible. Enlightenment in Course terms is 
exactly what Wilber warns against above: the realization of our oneness only with the timeless and unborn, 
which logically requires denying the reality of the world of manifest form. From this perspective, then, it is 
regarding both sides as manifestations of God that is dualistic (though the Course never uses that term). The 
Course’s nondualism means that you have to include only things God created as part of Him, and let go of 
all the rest.

Love is a law without an opposite
Why bring up this distinction between these two forms of nondualism? I’m sure some students are prob-

ably wondering if I’m doing this just to put down systems other than the Course. But in fact, I have a deep 
admiration and respect for the great nondual systems of the world. They have many things in common with 
the Course, and all of them have produced saints and sages who have been great lights to the world. I hope, 
then, that this discussion will be seen as a loving exploration of diverse views rather than denigration of 
other paths. With that in mind, I will list three reasons why I think the distinction between the conventional 
and Course views of nondualism is important.

First, recognizing the difference is important simply for the sake of clarity. After years of studying the 
Course and learning about other nondual systems (both through extensive reading and through actually 
practicing Zen Buddhism years ago), I’ve become convinced that these really are very different versions of 
nondualism. If that’s so, then it’s crucial to be able to tell the difference between them, in order to avoid 
muddying the waters in our dialogues with each other. Without such clarity, it can be easy to get into 
arguments that stem from unrecognized different understandings of nondualism. As we saw above, what’s 
“dualistic” in one understanding is “nondualistic” in the other. But if we recognize that we are talking about 
different understandings here, confusion can be avoided. Whichever version of nondualism we find more 
convincing, at least we can be clear on what we agree and disagree about.

Second, these different understandings lead to significantly different views of God. While many people 
find the view of God that conventional nondualism gives us appealing, I have to admit that I’m not attracted 
to it. It gives us a (usually impersonal) God with both loving and unloving elements, a God that generates a 
world of opposites in constant battle. God’s “play” is a cruel game; as the Buddha’s First Noble Truth says, 
“Life is suffering.” Yes, the Buddha and other nondual sages also give us the good news that it’s possible to 
liberate ourselves from that suffering, but only a rare elite have actually done that completely. The rest of 
us—rocks, trees, animals, unenlightened humans like me—are condemned to suffer for eons until that great 
liberation is finally accomplished. If the world is suffering and “Brahman is the world,” how loving can 
Brahman really be?

The Course’s God, in contrast, is not responsible for those battling opposites. He plays no cruel games. 
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Nothing He manifests produces suffering. Instead, He is a Being of pure Love, without a hint of anything 
else; “Love is a law without an opposite” (W-pI.127.3:7). Because of this, I find the Course’s version of non-
dualism far more appealing than the conventional form. It gives us an entirely loving God, with all positive 
qualities in infinite measure and no negative qualities of any kind. What could be more desirable than a Love 
that is radically “not two,” a Love that is literally all there is? This is a God I can love without reservation.

Finally, the version of nondualism one accepts has major ramifications for how to live in the world. 
Another thing that troubles me about conventional nondualism—especially in some of its modern forms—is 
that it can easily lead to unloving behavior. Now, don’t get me wrong; I’m not saying that conventional 
nondualism must lead to that. In fact, the great nondualistic paths of the world all have ethical norms that 
are considered essential to the path (like the Buddhist Precepts), and these paths have produced people of 
great love and compassion (like the Dalai Lama). As with the Course, the ultimate goal of these paths is 
egolessness, and one who has truly achieved that goal cannot help but become a beacon of true love to the 
world.

That being said, the idea that the One is beyond all distinctions and manifests good and evil alike leaves 
the door open to a blurring or even elimination of ethical distinctions in this world. This is especially appar-
ent in the modern form of nondualism often called “Neo-Advaita.” An article in the magazine What Is 
Enlightenment? addresses this unfortunate trend by quoting a number of noted Neo-Advaita teachers on the 
nondual view of ethics and morality:5

Tony Parsons: “[Hitler], like everyone else, played out the character that consciousness chose….
Once awakening happens, it is seen that there is no such thing as right or wrong.”

Wayne Liquorman (speaking of all the deaths at the World Trade Center on 9/11): “[F]rom the 
point of view of the bacteria that got to feed on those bodies, it certainly wasn’t a tragedy, so who 
are we to judge what’s right or wrong?”

Esther Veltheim: “What one culture sees as bad, another finds quite acceptable. You may say they 
are wrong, but who made you the morals police?”

The Marquis de Sade: “Similar to the concepts of virtue and vice, [justice and injustice] are purely 
local and geographical; that which is vicious in Paris turns up, as we know, a virtue in Peking….
All universal moral principles are idle fantasies.” 

Charles Manson: “If all is One, then nothing is wrong.”

Okay, I pulled a fast one there. The last two quotes aren’t from Neo-Advaita teachers. But they are in the 
What Is Enlightenment? article, to underscore the point that article is making: The ethical views of these 
teachers are virtually indistinguishable from those of some of history’s most notorious sociopaths. While I’m 
sure these teachers aren’t themselves sociopathic, their views certainly don’t encourage a commitment to 
love as an absolute positive value that entails refraining from thoughts, words, and actions that are unloving. 
To see any real difference between being loving and being unloving is to see something as wrong (a word 
the Course uses 77 times, not including the many similar words like “wrong-mindedness,” “mistake,” and 
“error”). In this version of nondualism, to see something as wrong is hopelessly dualistic and means you 
just don’t get it.

In fact, Veltheim claims that love is not a positive virtue at all:

When it is said that “God is Love,” the world love signifies neutrality. It has nothing to do with 
the opposite of hate. God is just another word for neutrality, and neutrality denotes “not helping 
or supporting either of two opposing sides….”

…[T]here is no point, no purpose, and no meaning….

You see if you understand your True nature IS neutrality, caring and making things matter is really 
missing the mark.
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This material illustrates perfectly the difference between Course nondualism and conventional nondual-
ism (at least the Neo-Advaita variety). In Course nondualism, God is Love and nothing else. “Hate must be 
the opposite of love” (M-7.4:7), and God is wholly on the side of love, which alone is real. His love means 
that He cares for us. “You are His care because He loves you….His concern and care for you are limitless” 
(T-5.VII.1:5, T-15.VIII.1:5). And He has given each of us the holy purpose of caring for each other: “And to 
each [person] has He allowed the grace to be a savior to the holy ones especially entrusted to his care” (T-
31.VII.8:3). But in Veltheim’s nondualism, God is neutrality. He doesn’t really love or hate, for to do either 
would be to take a side. He doesn’t care for us and doesn’t want us to care about anyone or anything. 
Veltheim calls this “Love,” but what a strange kind of love! Imagine someone saying to you “I love you,” 
and then clarifying it by saying, “Well, I actually mean that I’m totally neutral toward you. I really don’t 
care. After all, there is no purpose or meaning to anything so you don’t really matter to me.” Would you feel 
loved by this person?

As I’ve said, the great nondual sages don’t travel this cold, amoral path (and I should add that more than 
a few Course teachers and students interpret the Course in a Neo-Advaita way), but it is an easy path to 
slip onto if your very vision of reality is of God the Great Neutrality. To me, the beauty of the Course’s non-
dualism is this: The fact that God Himself is only loving gives us a firm anchor in reality for a life that is a 
true imitatio Dei, a life of pure love. True, the Course never gives us a list of behavioral norms, but it does 
constantly call us to live a life in which all of our thoughts, words, and actions are reflections of the purely 
loving nature we share with God. To use the list of characteristics of God’s teachers (see M-4), the advanced 
teacher of this path lives a life of perfect trust, honesty, tolerance, gentleness, joy, defenselessness, generos-
ity, patience, faithfulness, and open-mindedness. This person is far more appealing to me than the one who 
is “beyond” right and wrong, and too detached to even care.

This, then, is the great benefit that the Course’s nondualism offers us: It gives us a vision of reality in which 
everything—God’s nature, our own true nature, and the lives we lead when we let our own true nature shine 
forth—is pure, unadulterated love, the endless manifestation of the glorious truth that love is a law without 
an opposite.

• • •

1. Ken Wilber, The Essential Ken Wilber: An Introductory Reader (Boston: Shambhala, 1998), p. 52.

2. Encyclopedia of Religion, s.v. “monism.”

3. Integral Spirituality: A Startling New Role for Religion in the Modern and Postmodern World (Boston: Shambhala, 2006), 
p. 236.

4. Integral Spirituality, p. 237.

5. All of the block quotes that follow are from Jessica Roemischer, “Who’s Transforming Anyway? Stacey Heartspring 
Encounters the Post-Modern Craze of Neo-Advaita,” What Is Enlightenment? Issue 34 (September-December 2006), pp. 
146-165. This is a reprint of an article that originally appeared in Issue 22 (Fall/Winter 2002). The Manson quote is from the 
new introduction by Tom Huston.
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CIRCLE NEWS

We're THANKFUL for you!
For those of you that have already signed up with eScrip, thank you so much! We know we will see a 

significant increase in our income, and we are so grateful. This is such an amazing program. For those of 
you that haven’t had a chance to sign up, now is the perfect time, right before your Thanksgiving shop-
ping. Escrip offers a wide range of great places to shop, from large grocery stores like Safeway and Vons, 
to smaller, regional health food stores such as New Frontiers. All you have to do is take a few moments to 
register at eScrip, and, at no cost to you, up to 8% of your Thanksgiving grocery shopping will automatically 
be donated to the Circle. 

ALL YOU HAVE TO DO IS SIGN UP WITH ESCRIP. 
eScrip is a brilliant idea that’s already making a big difference to nonprofit organizations across the US. 

It’s brilliant because of the way it encourages businesses to share their profits with worthwhile causes. And 
it’s brilliant because it enables the nonprofit organization of your choice to benefit, dollar-wise, every time 
you shop with a wide range of regional and national merchants—And at no cost to you!

A WAY TO HELP, JUST BY DOING WHAT YOU DO ANYWAY
With eScrip you don’t even need to change your behavior. Instead, you just shop, eat and travel as usual. 

You don’t have to collect receipts or vouchers. You simply register any one (or all) of your existing grocery, 
loyalty, debit or credit cards for use in the program. Participating merchants then make contributions directly 
to the organization you support, based on purchases made by you, just by using the cards you have regis-
tered. It’s hassle-free, proven, and — as you’d expect from a program backed by many of America’s leading 
retailers — totally secure and confidential. (And by the way, your purchases are tracked and available to you 
online, allowing you to see just how much you are earning on your chosen organization’s behalf!) 

YOU SHOP, WE BENEFIT
With eScrip, all you have to do is nominate us as your chosen organization and register any of your exist-

ing grocery, loyalty, debit or credit cards for inclusion in the program. It’s that easy, and will take literally no 
more than a couple of minutes - just visit the eScrip site at www.escrip.com, click on ‘sign up’ and follow 
the instructions. You can confirm us as the group you wish to support by giving either our name, ‘Circle of 
Atonement,’ or our unique eScrip registration number, which is 500004823. Once you’ve done that, we’re 
then guaranteed to receive up to 8% of whatever you spend online or in store with any participating eScrip 
merchants — without you needing to do anything further, or spend a penny more than you were already, 
either now, or at any time in the future.

SHOP FOR THE HOLIDAYS, TRAVEL, EAT, AND GIVE TO THE CIRCLE AT THE 
SAME TIME. 

We suggest you check out the eScrip site for many of your holiday activities. For gift giving, you’ll find 
Macy’s, Eddie Bauer, Linens-N-Things and Office Max on the eScrip list, just to name a few. Going on a 
trip? American Airlines, Disney Cruise Line, and Princess Cruises are among the options. From restaurants 
to hotels, sporting goods stores to maid services, eScrip offers a wide range of possibilities. And, of course, 
this includes online shopping as well!

http://www.escrip.com
http://www.escrip.com/
http://www.escrip.com/
http://www.escrip.com/
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Finally, let me close by saying thank you for the way you already help the Circle. We depend on the kind-
ness of our friends and supporters, so your generosity is nothing less than essential. 

With enduring gratitude,
Nicola Perry

PS. To repeat, the beauty of eScrip is that it allows you to help us just by shopping as usual. Simply visit 
www.escrip.com to find out more, and to register us as an organization you want to support.

PPS. I registered my cards as soon as I heard of eScrip and it literally took just a couple of minutes!  

For your next vacation in Sedona, consider staying in Robert and Nicola 
Perrys' guest room (pictured). It’s comfortable, has lots of light, is extremely 
spacious, and has great views! It comprises a King Bed, full bathroom, and 
walk-in closet, and has its own dining and sitting areas. The kitchenette is 
suitable for making snacks (it has a refrigerator, microwave, toaster oven, and 
tea and coffee-making facilities). Patio doors lead out onto a covered deck 
with a wonderful view.

The guest room has its own private access, and is separate from the rest 
of the family home. 

Located in a very quiet and peaceful area, it is just 2 minutes’ walk from 
the Radisson Resort, and Oak Creek. Workbook classes, held at the Course 
Community House every weekday morning, are 15 minutes’ drive away; and 
the Tuesday night class is just 5 minutes’ drive away at the Sedona Creative 
Life Center. 

If you are interested in staying in the Perrys' guest room, please con-
tact Nicola for rates and availability. You can contact her by e-mail at 
nicola@circleofa.org or by phone at 928-282-0790. 

Guest Room Available

http://www.escrip.com/
mailto:nicola@circleofa.org
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Circle Mailbox
Although I have read a lot of Kenneth Wapnick’s books and articles (with which I do not always agree 

when ACIM seems so clear), I just knew someone out there had insights into ACIM that would further 
my understanding.  A Circle of Atonment is the answer to my need, and I want you to know how much I 
appreciate all the free articles on your site.

Thanks very much,
A student trying to practice ACIM

BECOME A “FRIEND OF THE CIRCLE”

The Circle depends on your support to continue offering our programs, services, and outreach for new and experienced 
students of the Course. We invite you to become a member or “Friend of the Circle” with an annual donation as low as 
$50 (income sensitive donation: $35). Your membership includes:

• Access to Friends page on our new website, which includes discussion forums on various Course-related subjects 
• Free CD of Robert Perry’s Meditations for Resting in God ($12.95 value)
• 20% discount on books and audio programs
• 20% discount on educational events

Donations can be made using a check or credit card. To become a Friend of the Circle, call us at 928-282-0790 or 
visit our new website at www.circleofa.org and follow the link labeled “Become a Friend” on the left-hand navigational 
bar. The Circle of Atonement is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization and all donations are tax-deductible to the fullest 
extent allowed by law.

http://www.circleofa.org/circle/member.php
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