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CHAPTER 9 - WEAPONIZING PERSONAL STORY  
In most tellings of Marc’s story, the events of 2011 are rarely afforded more than just a passing 
reference. As Ken Wilber said at the time, they involved “so much flame, so little fact” that it seemed 
easier, if not rather convenient, to pay them the degree of attention that a so-called scandal aptly 
deserved. 
 
In the early part of 2011, Marc was navigating a mutual, amicable breakup with spiritual writer Miriam 
Kolan1. As one might expect, he then started dating. Within a period of a few months, he was going 
out two people—Kaela Ryan2, the editor of a book he was publishing with Sounds True, and Marcy 
Baruch, a musician whom he met at an event and later employed at the organization that later became 
the Center for Integral Wisdom.  
 
Ryan and Baruch, both in their mid-forties at the time, were aware that Marc was dating the other—in 
fact, the three of them hung out together on one occasion. Both as Marc reports and as evidenced in 
their email exchanges (some of which will be shared later in this book), both women were active and 
interested parties to what looked like consensual, nonexclusive dating relationships between adults. 
 
Now here's the twist. The scandal that erupted in August of 2011 was not the result complaints made 
by either of these women. Neither went to the police, nor did they make claims against Marc in the 
press or any where else. In fact, on the day the so-called scandal went public, neither were at odds 
with him enough to even end their relationships or cut off contact. This scandal was not generated by 
the inclinations or actions of new alleged victims. It was collectively created by a small but insidiously 
persistent faction of the public who had been waiting for the other shoe to drop. 
 
And it is for this reason that the scandal that never was actually became significant, even if that is only 
apparent in hindsight. It portended the 2016 smear, at least insofar as it was a demonstration of the 
power of negative meme propagation and the impact that negative memes have interpretations of 
future events, regardless of fact. It also obliquely lent credibility to 2006 false complaints, by virtue of 
the fact that it appeared to bolster the veracity of an assumed pattern of behavior. And most 
importantly, it substantiated the irrepressible influence of third parties as drivers of Marc's story. If the 
supposed victims did not instigate the scandal, then how did it come to pass?  
 
Her name is Donna Zerner, a former best-friend-with-benefits turned board member of Bayit Chadash 
who apparently decided on the night the false complaints went public in Israel to dedicate a 
substantial portion of the subsequent ten years of her life to weaponizing her personal story in order to 
take Marc down. 
 
Weaponizing Personal Story 
On May 14, 2016 the Portland Story Theater features Zerner delivering a thinly-veiled stand-up 
comedy story about her relationship with Marc. A few days later, the 15-minute weaponized 

 
1 Name has been changed 
2 Name has been changed 
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production was posted on YouTube and subsequently emailed by Dinan to an unknown number of his 
and Marc’s colleagues.3  
 
Before getting into the details of Zerner’s story, it’s critical to reflect a bit on what it means to 
weaponize a personal story. To be clear, Zerner’s story is not being described as weaponized simply 
because links to it were sent out by smear organizers. Nor is it weaponized because it expresses 
negative or unfavorable opinions about Marc. It is weaponized for two reasons. First, because of the 
degree of untruth and distortion that it contains—much of this we be discussed below. And second, 
because these distortions were publicly shared as alternative facts, where they were then used—by 
Zerner and others—to influence people’s interpretations toward a less adequate version of the truth.  
 
In a recently-posted series of video responses to Zerner, Marc unpacks the notion of a weaponized 
story in an alternate but ultimately compatible way.4 He speaks of sacred autobiography, which is the 
essential feature of the final part of his 2001 book, Soul Prints.5 Reclaiming your sacred autobiography 
or your story, according to Marc, is a spiritual imperative. He points out that for millennia, oppressive 
power structures largely prevented the telling of an average person's story. However, evolutionary 
progress, along with technological advances such as the Internet, now largely allowed for the 
bypassing those structures. This has made it easier for anyone to claim, tell, and live their story, but it 
also involves a hidden liability. It is now just as easy to abuse this form of sacred autobiography. By 
telling one’s story without context and with distorted details, in public no less, your sacred 
autobiography is degraded. It becomes an ego-driven, weaponized story. Again, whether or not a 
story is weaponized hinges on the extent of truth it embodies and they type of truth it seeks to 
propagate. 
 
The Difference Between Truth and Truthfulness 
These working definitions necessitate an important question: What actually constitutes truth in 
situations such as this? If you look to the YouTube comments for guidance—at least half of which 
applaud Zerner for speaking the truth—you’re left with a painfully limited and uncritical perspective on 
this important but almost universally un-asked question. Zerner’s story is truth, simply because it was 
spoken by an alleged victim. Because she has claimed abuse and is now “breaking the silence” and 
“reclaiming her power,” everything that comes out of her mouth, including the verifiable distortions, 
are treated as unfalsifiable, objective fact.  
 
To be fair, that is a lazy critique. It points out what is often the case, yet it doesn’t offer an explanation 
as to why it is the case or how it works. The why and how are a bit more complicated and far more 
alarming. As introduced in the prologue, an unwavering reliance on victim testimony deeply confounds 
our search for truth because a few important distinctions are woefully missing. I’ll resurface one of 
these distinctions here. First, there is a critical difference between her truth and the truth. Her truth is 
subjective. It concerns the truthfulness of claims she makes about her personal feelings, motivations, 

 
3 Zerner, D., 2016, The Shadow Behind the Light, Urban Tellers, https://youtu.be/2ENUxb4DcCU 
4 Ibid. 
5 Marc, M., 2001, Soul Prints: Your Path to Fulfillment, Simon and Shuster 

https://youtu.be/2ENUxb4DcCU
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and the like. The truth is objective. It concerns the veracity of observable, verifiable events, however 
difficult to establish in he-said, she-said stories. 
 
Both types of truth are important, but they are different, particularly in terms of what it takes to 
establish them. Let's consider a few examples from Zerner's story to illustrate this difference. Early in 
the story she speaks about the first night that Marc spent at her house. She describes how she was 
“feeling really undesirable.”6 This is a claim about subjective truth. Is it valid? That depends on your 
sense of Zerner’s degree of truthfulness. This can’t be verified with absolute certainty. If you’re 
inclined to feel that Zerner is speaking sincerely, you’ll take this subjective claim as valid. Even if you 
are privy to the many lies and distortions that Zerner has propagated over the years, you’re still likely 
inclined to accept this truth as valid. Lying is often tactical and there’s no apparent reason to distort 
this subjective truth given the context of her story.  
 
She then goes on to make a claim about an objective truth. Marc responded to her sharing by saying 
“Can I show you how sexy you are?” Is this valid? Did this event actually take place? Typically, a claim 
of objective truth is validated by concurrent observation. Do all parties report observing the same 
event. In this instance, the answer is "no" as Marc denies making such a statement.7 With two 
competing takes on an objective event, we'd naturally turn to other parties; did they hear this 
statement uttered? The preponderance of informed third-party opinion would reveal the degree of 
validity inherent in this claim. This type of truth-check is often called correspondence. In comparison 
to truthfulness, the truth-check for subjective claims, we might simply call this objective truth-check, 
truth. 
 
The problem, of course, is that no one else was present that night. And, unfortunately, this is the case 
for most claims to objective truth made by Zerner and Marc’s other alleged victims. How then do we 
establish the veracity of these types of objective truth claims? The simple answer is we can’t, at least 
not conclusively. But, in practice, we often act as if we can or that we have. How does that work? 
Well, we typically go with the person we like best or feel is most truthful. In this instance, if you think 
Zerner is bravely breaking her silence, you’re inclined to accept her objective claims as valid. The 
opposite would be the more likely scenario if your experience of Zerner is negative or if your 
experience of Marc is positive.  
 
The (Truth)fulness Dynamic 
The problem here is that none of this—not your feelings about a person, nor your felt sense of a 
person’s degree of truthfulness—constitutes a valid standard for adjudicating objective truth claims. If 
Trump says one million people were present at his inauguration, this is either an alternative fact or a 
real fact. It is a claim about objective truth, which means that it is only falsifiable by multiple 
converging counts of the people in attendance. How you feel about Trump should not matter, but, 
unfortunately, it often does when deciding if such a claim constitutes a real or alternative fact.   
 

 
6 Zerner, D., 2016, The Shadow Behind the Light, Urban Tellers, https://youtu.be/2ENUxb4DcCU 
7 Marc, M., 2017, Marc Gafni’s Response to Donna 05: Disowning Her Power Part 2: Domination/Submission, 
http://www.whoismarcgafni.com/2016/06/response-to-donna-05-disowning-her-power-part-2-dominationsubmission/ 

https://youtu.be/2ENUxb4DcCU
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Valid standards aside, we often feel as if we are justified in engaging this type of uncritical truth 
acrobatics. We might say to ourselves that because we experience Zerner as truthfully reporting that 
she felt undesirable, she is therefore less likely to lie or distort objective events. Again, this just doesn’t 
work, as truthfulness is not the standard by which we can judge objective truth. The issue is painfully 
compounded when we ground present-day judgements of objective truth on past claims to objective 
truth that have been long since accepted as true on similar faulty grounds.  
 
This is a permutation of confirmation bias. We are more inclined to accept current truths that appear 
aligned with what we've already taken as true. If you've already established that Marc is sleazy then of 
course you’ll be more inclined to accept Zerner's sleazy claim that he said "Can I show you how sexy 
you are?" And, you'll do this despite any number of reasons that might account for why she may have 
concocted such a claim. For example, her story relies on establishing Marc as sleazy “wisdo-
tainment” teacher who “oozes charisma.” This type of competing explanation is exactly what the bias 
in confirmation bias leads you to ignore.   
 
These examples are meant to reveal the different ways that subjective and objective truths are 
established. They do not aim to evoke a debate on the details of the first night Marc spent at Zerner’s 
home—besides, as both admit, they ended up sleeping together that night; an objective truth that we 
can accept as valid without much debate or any unneeded, inappropriate acrobatics (no pun 
intended).   
 
Let’s get back to the topic at hand. How does any of this relate to weaponizing a personal story?  
Earlier we said that a weaponized story requires untruths to be put into the public space. Or, as Marc 
described it in one of his video responses8, a weaponized story is a false self not a Unique Self story. 
Regardless of which definition you prefer, both hinge on what constitutes untruth. Without 
disentangling the multiple ways valid truth is established, these definitions are somewhat meaningless, 
so let’s take another pass in light of the preceding discussion. 
 
Throughout Zerner’s story she makes numerous subjective (her truth) and objective (the truth) claims. 
Naturally, she never distinguishes the two and, unfortunately, most listeners don’t either. As a result, 
her truth tempers interpretations of her version of the truth, rendering her version more likely to be 
accepted as the truth, particularly when all of this is filtered through pre-existing and unseen biases 
and assumptions. A weaponized story is therefore one which leverages subjective truth to 
inappropriately influence how objective truth is established.  
 
This move is part of a boarder concern—what we might call the fallacy of sliding truth validation. The 
fallacy is committed when we attempt to establish any type of truth using the validation procedures for 
a different type. It happens in two way. The first concerns individual truths, as illustrated by what 
Zerner is doing here. The second concerns collective truths, which we’ll see in action in the chapter.  
 

 
8 Marc, M., 2017, Hidden Motives: Anatomy of a Smear Against Marc Gafni – Donna Zerner, 
http://www.whoismarcgafni.com/2016/06/marc-gafni-responds-to-zerner-false-complaints/ 
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Zerner’s story is a weaponized story because she commits this fallacy with individual truths. In one 
sense, it’d be easy to write Zerner’s story off as another alleged victim “breaking her silence" by 
speaking "the truth” as part of the 2016 smear campaign. This would be inappropriate for two 
reasons. First, because her Portland Story Theater performance so beautifully illustrates how a story 
can be weaponized in the manner just described. As such, it provides an ideal opportunity, not to just 
hold Zerner accountable for these actions, but for each of us to hold ourselves accountable for how 
we establish objective truths in situation such as this. And, second, even though this is the first time in 
10 years that Zerner has taken her weaponized myth-making public, she has been telling the same 
story in one-on-one encounters for years. In one such instance, which we’ll get to shortly, she almost 
single-handedly tipped off the scandal that never was.  
 
Zerner’s Distortions 
Next, we’ll walk through some of the claims Zerner makes in her 2016 performance. This will help us 
to get a sense of her story, along with the impact it has had on those who’ve heard it— an experience 
that one colleague of Marc's has described as dipping your toe into “a lake of poison.” In early 2002, 
Marc was in Boulder, Colorado giving a lecture on material destined for an upcoming book.  Zerner, 
who was in attendance, described the experience derogatorily in her performance. Marc was 
“handsome and sexy…for a rabbi,” and he was “oozing charisma.” He “strut across the stage,” 
“modulat[ing] his voice like an evangelical preacher” as he attempted to “whip [the audience] into a 
frenzy.”9  “He was amazing,” Zerner reflected with a tone of sarcastic remorse. By her own admission, 
she was attracted to the very same qualities that she, some fourteen years later, caricatured and 
derided. By stringing together a list easy-to-accept subjective truths and compliments (that aren’t 
meant as compliments), she painted a picture of Marc that’s decidedly sleazy, making her subsequent 
claims about Marc’s behavior that much easier to accept.  
 
At the event's conclusion, Zerner was introduced to Marc by Reb Zalman, who recommended her as 
editor for his book The Mystery of Love.10 Within six months, Zerner had signed on as editor. The book 
was completed some six months later. Over that time, Marc and Zerner had become friends. Soon 
after finishing the book, she joined the board of Bayit Chadash and served as a close advisor to Marc. 
On subsequent trips to Boulder, Marc would stay at Zerner’s house. On the first of such occasions, as 
described earlier, they slept together for the first time.   
 
Before we turn to the nature of their sexual relationship, which Marc argues Zerner has terribly 
distorted, it’s critical to discuss what this relationships was (and what it wasn’t) in more general terms. 
To start, Zerner and Marc were just ending long-term relationships, and they were not exclusive. Next, 
while describing one of their sexual experiences, somewhat accurately, according to Marc, Zerner 
distorted the context by claiming it was in the Holy of Holies. This is a term from the original Hebrew 
tradition that refers to the inner sanctum of the temple in Jerusalem. Marc has long since used this 
term to refer to the sacred place of private study, which is a structure that Zerner never participated in. 
She co-opted this term, which she knew had scared roots, and which she never engaged, and used it 

 
9 Zerner, D., 2016, The Shadow Behind the Light, Urban Tellers, https://youtu.be/2ENUxb4DcCU 
10 Marc, M., 2003, The Mystery of Love, Atria 

https://youtu.be/2ENUxb4DcCU
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as one of several explicit lies to propagate the notion that Marc slept with her in the context of a 
teacher-student relationship.  
 
She doubled down on these distortions by claiming that Marc was “addicted to sex…that was all 
about humiliation and degradation.” She continued: “It was a lot more extreme than I could handle, 
and sometimes I would try and stop it and say, ‘[Marc], I actually don’t enjoy it when you call me a 
whore.’ And he would say, ‘Don’t be so unsophisticated. We’re in the Holy of Holies here. I’m giving 
you a transmission from the divine feminine. Now, tell me you’re a slut. Say it.’”11 
 
Marc reflected on this particular story at length in his video responses.12 He revealed a number of 
details that he’s never before spoken about publicly. For him, the details of his sexual relationship with 
Zerner were appropriately kept private, but in order to disentangle the truths and untruths that Zerner 
has weaved into her degrading story, he reported having little choice but to explicate the key details 
that she has changed or omitted.  
 
To start, notice the context in which Zerner relayed this story. It immediately followed the section 
where she described how she discovered one morning on the Internet that Marc, some 25 years 
earlier, “had molested teenage girls." She went on to say that she helped defend Marc and the 
organization from these claims but that she ultimately felt “some twisting in her gut around this.” This 
story is also not entirely true and serves to cover another convenient lie by omission that we’ll discuss 
in a moment. For now, it’s her narrative timing that we are taking issue with. Not only did this event 
happen after the sex story she subsequently introduced, her narrative arrangement not so subtly 
sought to influence her listener’s perception of Marc as a legitimate degrader-humiliator. It’s as if she 
was suggesting that because he molested teenagers (a claim which she implied is true), it’s much 
more believable that he also degraded me.  
 
Next, she manipulates the context of the “say you’re a slut” story with another string of lies that make 
it seem that all such encounters were non-consensual or forced. According to Marc, Zerner never 
claimed that the type of sex she described was “too extreme” or that she “didn’t actually enjoy it.” 
In fact, and here's the key implicit lie, it was Zerner who introduced Marc to “the taste of sexuality 
which is domination and submission.”13 He recounted the day when she first shared with him her 
“whips, chains, bondage and handcuff” drawer, along with the time that she introduced him to her 
pornographic preferences, which included a nightly ritual of viewing of BDSM videos where women 
fainted or were tied up before being taken by their partners.14   
 
Did Marc ever say, “Now, tell me you’re a slut?” Absolutely. He admits it publicly, without equivocation 
or remorse. Importantly, however, it was said in a shared context of mutual domination and 
submission; a context that Zerner has distorted, denied, and disowned.  

 
11 Zerner, D., 2016, The Shadow Behind the Light, Urban Tellers, https://youtu.be/2ENUxb4DcCU 
12 Marc, M., 2017, Hidden Motives: Anatomy of a Smear Against Marc Gafni – Donna Zerner, 
http://www.whoismarcgafni.com/2016/06/marc-gafni-responds-to-zerner-false-complaints/ 
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid. 

https://youtu.be/2ENUxb4DcCU
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To be clear, their is nothing wrong, nothing repugnant, nothing unhealthy with this taste of sexuality, 
particularly when its balanced with other forms. This taste is not a legitimate reason to cause someone 
to feel shame, and, in this respect, Marc reported that he neither feels ashamed of participating in it, 
nor does he intend to shame Zerner for her participation.  
 
If Zerner is too fearful to own what is a legitimate aspect of her sexuality, that is fine, or at least 
understandable. What is not fine, however—in fact, what is completely the opposite of fine—is 
disowning this aspect of her sexuality and then projecting it on to Marc as part of a weaponized story 
that publicly propagates a lopsided and untrue notion of Marc as dominator and Zerner as a 
powerless, non-consenting submissive.  
 
Apparently, this is a theme she favors and diligently tries to develop throughout her story. Marc was 
“living her secret dream,” doing something that she would “never be brave enough to go for” herself. 
She describes her relationship with Marc as putting her in a “trance,” making her “ungrounded and 
uncentered,” and as making her brian “very foggy.” She was “weirdly addicted” to the chaos and 
drama and used it to fill up “the empty spaces places inside of [her].”  She “literally felt like [her] life 
force was being sucked away by an energy vampire.”15 
 
In my reading, this amounts to a string of potentially legitimate subjective truths, ones which she 
clearly felt last year but questionably felt some ten years ago. She leveraged these truths to 
substantiate her recasting of past events and to inappropriately bolster the veracity of the objective 
claims she makes about Marc's behavior. They were also a way of infantilizing herself, a way of 
disowning her power and disclaiming responsibility for decisions made both past and present. If Marc 
was all powerful and she was under his control, she can’t be held accountable for her actions or any 
of the details of their relationship that she hasn't disclosed or has intentionally distorted.  
 
Two additional distortions are relevant here and then we’ll start moving on the events of 2011. The first 
has already been alluded to. Zerner did not find out about the Kabakov and Mitzner stories by 
randomly cruising the Internet, and according to Marc, he did not “swear on a Bible” that it wasn’t 
true, as Zerner claims.16 Sometime around 2003, these stories first appeared on a website run by Vicki 
Polin, who we’ll discuss in detail later in this book. Once Marc was alerted to the site, he brought it to 
the attention of both Zerner and Frazier, and he discussed it with both of them extensively. He outlined 
the nature of his contact with Kabakov and Mitzner, along with the contexts in which the events had 
transpired.  
 
He then worked closely with Zerner and Frazier, both board members at the time, to determine an 
appropriate response. Given Polin’s representation of Mitzner, her tendency to hurl wild and 
unfounded allegations at whomever she felt like targeting (she once told her distribution list that Marc 
was “a danger to prepubescent boys and girls”), and her connection to Rabbi Blau, Zerner and Frazier 

 
15 Zerner, D., 2016, The Shadow Behind the Light, Urban Tellers, https://youtu.be/2ENUxb4DcCU 
16 Ibid. 

https://youtu.be/2ENUxb4DcCU
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advised Marc to refrain from publicly engaging the Mitzner situation. Marc’s first inclination was to 
seek some form of mediated dialogue, but he ultimately consented to stonewalling on the Mitzner 
story—a mistake which he regrets and later corrected.17 
 
Zerner left all of these details out of her story, and yet she was directly involved in this decision, 
making her at least partially responsible for it. Had she brought these details up, she could have easily 
argued that Marc manipulated her into supporting this course of action. Such a claim would follow 
naturally from her repeated attempts to portray herself as powerless. But, she leaves it out completely, 
suggesting to me that she is still fearful of being attacked for her involvement. 
 
Zerner Drops the Mic 
A similar fear surfaced explicitly in her final conversation with Marc, which took place in the early 
morning of May 12, 2006, just hours after the false complaints went live in Israel. She distorted the 
details of these events as well, leaving out any reference to this call, along with any mention of the  
entirely normal communications the two exchanged in the days prior to May 11th our the somewhat 
charged emails exchanged before the end of the month. 
 
In her story, Zerner stated that she got a call from Marc’s assistant (Elster) who told her “that several 
women had started talking and it turns out that [Marc] had been sleeping with and sexually abusing 
students and women on his staff.” She concluded her explanation of the events surrounding the false 
complaints—and, implicitly, her entire involvement with the Marc situation—by saying that she has 
finally found her “way out” and “cut off all contact with [Marc].” But Zerner wasn’t done with Marc, not 
in the least—not that night, that month, nor over the subsequent ten years. 
 
Unsurprisingly, she left out many of the details leading up to and out of that night. I have reviewed the 
extensive email record between Zerner and Marc, including the communications exchanged 
surrounding this date. Most of it is incredibly boring, consisting of the types emails you’d expect to be 
exchanged between people working together closely in an organization. In the six days prior to the 
events on May 11th, she sent him an article about newly ordained female rabbi, she requested items 
for donation at a fundraiser for a local congregation, and she commented on the “beautiful 
relationship” Marc was developing with Wilber.  
 
On May 8th, in response to Marc’s comment, “Nice meditation the other day”—“meditation” was their 
euphemism for phone sex—she replied, “Hmmm….yes indeed. Don’t remind me! It makes me so 
happy when we’re in a good place with each other!” These lines immediately followed ones where she 
said she would be hard to reach by phone that night on account of being out with her husband. On 
May 10th, Marc recalls a phone conversation he had with Zerner on his way to Kennedy airport for his 
flight back to Israel. According to Marc, she echoed the sentiment from her email on the 8th, “we’ve 

 
17 Marc, M., 2017, Marc Gafni’s Response to Judy – A Distorted Story from Several Decades Ago When Marc Was in His Early 20’s, 
http://www.whoismarcgafni.com/2016/04/marc-gafni-judy-response/ 
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done so much work for so long and we’re finally at a point—and I’m paraphrasing here—that we’re 
able to really impact, to really make a difference…which is so beautiful.”18 
 
None of this is unusual or out of the ordinary. In the vast majority of emails I reviewed, Marc and 
Zerner were similarly supportive and intimate. However, by the early morning of May 12, 2006, 
everything had shifted. Zerner, as she put it, had “cut off all contact.” For Marc, it felt like she just 
dropped out of relationship with little explanation. What caused such a dramatic turn? 
  
In his response to Zerner, Marc offers three potential reasons, each of which involve some type of 
fear. The first reason is not in the least bit speculative as it came from Zerner herself. Just after Marc 
left the lawyers office in Tel Aviv, he phoned Zerner, who had already spoken to Elster. Zerner was 
hysterical on the phone with him. She was afraid she was going to be sued. Because her name was on 
Marc’s bank accounts and because the police were (supposedly) involved, she was afraid that she 
would be liable and her trust fund would be at risk. She was gripped by an understandable fear—the 
type of fear that often results from the unexpected arising of allegations of sexual abuse in an 
organization; the type of fear that Daphne Patai describes as a sexual hysteria,19  
 
The second and third reasons involve a bit of speculation on Marc’s part—meaning, they weren’t 
mentioned by Zerner in this call—but they are rooted in a similar fear. Perhaps, as Marc suggests, 
Zerner was afraid that details or her sexual predilections would come to light or that her complicity in 
the Mitzner stonewalling would open her to attack as a result of the emergence of the false 
complaints.  
 
While such fears may have believably motivated her on the morning of May 12th—a few hours after 
everything they’d worked on in Israel began to crumble and when so much was unknown—might they 
have believably motivated another 10 years of subversive efforts against Marc culminating in her 
public story? I don’t buy it. It’s been over a decade now and none of these fears have been realized. 
Ironically, however, the latter two, if anyone actually cares at this point, might actually stand a chance 
of coming to pass now that Marc was forced to respond, in detail, to Zerner’s weaponized story.  
 
Zerner’s Deeper Motives 
Those unlikely potentials aside, how might we account for what motivated Zerner’s May 12th exodus 
along with her actions over the subsequent ten years? Based on a close reading of other details from 
her story, along with emails sent in the weeks following May 12th, I speculate that a mixture of fear 
and shame, coupled with direct contact between her and other alleged victims, led her to quickly 
distort her experience—in 2006—of her truth and the truth concerning both Marc as a person and their 
personal and professional relationship. 
 
Let’s walk through this slowly. What indicates this this type distortion? On May 23, Marc replied via 
email to a request made by Zerner through a third-party that he close down a checking account that 

 
18 Marc, M., 2017, Hidden Motives: Anatomy of a Smear Against Marc Gafni – Donna Zerner, 
http://www.whoismarcgafni.com/2016/06/marc-gafni-responds-to-zerner-false-complaints/ 
19 Patai, D., 2000, Heterophobia: Sexual Harassment and the Future of Feminism, Rowman & Littlefield. 
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bore both of their names. In his reply, he said, “I just looked at the Donna folder on my computer 
which was active till the day i went back to Israel. it reminded me of many great moments and 
conversations and of the mistakes as well.” The next day, Zerner replied about numerous items 
pertaining to accounts and taxes and the like. She also reflected on the lines from above:  
 

These lines feel manipulative to me. You don't have to remind me of the 
"great moments". Yes, there were some, but much of what appeared great to you was 
based on me not being truthful about what I was thinking or feeling in those moments, 
because whenever I tried to express my true feelings you attacked me and 
made me wrong. So I pretended that all was well when it really wasn’t.20 

 
The tone of this portion of the email, while blunt and described by Zerner as a “rant,” reflects a hint of 
genuine care—tinged with exasperation and a desire for distance—but nothing resembling the cruelty 
she musters in her 2016 story. She continues: 

 
I just didn't have the strength to follow my intuition and walk away. I cared about you deeply, I 
was swept up in the drama of your world, and, like so many of us, I thought I could fix you. I 
was wrong. And I am definitely looking carefully at my role in all this, how and why I was willing 
to give up my power to you. Many valuable lessons indeed.21 
 

Remember, these lines were written 12 days after she cut-off all contact. In them, at least in my 
reading, she has not yet removed herself from the situation or the relationships they shared. She 
acknowledged her role and her mutual responsibility—she was "not being truthful" about her thoughts 
or feelings; she "didn't have the strength to follow her intuition, she “pretended that all was well when 
it really wasn’t,” and importantly, she is "looking carefully at her role in all this." To me, all all of this 
reads as a normal, albeit difficult, separation between two mature adults, the challenge of the 
surrounding circumstances notwithstanding. To me, it’s reminiscent of what Marc often says about 
being willing to explore and take responsibility for the “hurt caused in the normal arc of human 
relationship.”  
 
Fast forward to the end of her 2016 story and while similar sentiments appear to be present, the tone 
and context have drastically shifted. She said, "I allowed myself to be used by him...I had ignored my 
intuition....I had betrayed my own integrity." Then, mere seconds later, she compared Marc to Bill 
Cosby, a point that didn't even land with her mostly agreeable audience. How do we get from 
exploring the co-responsibility for hurt caused in the arc of normal adult relationships to the place 
where her experience (even if her distorted claims are taken as truth) is even remotely comparable to 
women who were drugged and then assaulted, allegedly or otherwise? This is an unconscionable and 
frankly pathetic usurping of the experience of actual victims of egregious abuse (whether at the hands 
of Cosby or anyone else).  
 

 
20 Email communication between Zerner and Marc, May 24, 2006. The complete email is not being reprinted because it 
mostly contains details about personal financial matters. 
21 Ibid. 
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Again, Zerner’s story contains clues that might guide some additional speculation regarding this 
question. Immediately after the failed Cosby “joke,” she recounted how she found solace in talking to 
"other women that he’d been involved with." She continued, "At first there was three, then eight. I’ve 
eventually talked to 15 women…" Notice here that Zerner didn’t explicitly call these women victims, 
but she painted them in that light. She said many experienced “really severe trauma," and, in a blind 
reference to our playbook—remember, there is always 15 victims—she not-so-subtly leaned on her 
Cosby comparison for leverage. She implied that Marc’s body count was on par with that of Cosby, 
someone who any news-consuming listener has been preconditioned to despise.   
 
Let's take Zerner at her word here. She likely did meet with 15 people who had some form of 
relationship with Marc. Remember, she’s been at this project for over ten years. What percent of them 
had experienced some type of hurt in the normal arc of human relationship? What percent had alleged 
some form of abuse? She told us that she spoke with Kabakov, Mitzner, and Elster—whose claims are 
well documented, even if exaggerated or false—but what about the others? 
 
More importantly, what percent of the 15 women (or, for that matter, the “well over a dozen more” that 
she claimed to “know of”) have actually self-identified as victims? And what percent did Zerner either 
assume were or treat as victims. And, how many of them, in the course of these conversations, cast 
Zerner herself in the victim role?  
 
While unanswerable, these questions are important to at least consider. Why? Because the fallacy of 
sliding truth validation is not unique to Zerner's story. It's likely a far more prevalent pattern, one which 
underlies and influences the discourse surrounding this and related situations. In reference to these 
meetings, Zerner said “…now we were talking, we were telling the truth…” Whose truth? What truth? 
What type of truth?  
 
Is it not at least minimally feasible that the very same dynamic was operating in these meetings? Just 
as Zerner has sought to use her truth to influence the way listener’s establish the truth about Marc, is 
it not at least possible, that the subjective truths of these other women influenced what Zerner's came 
to herself accept as valid objective and subjective truths? And, in an intersubjective space where two 
women are finally, as Zerner suggests, breaking their silence and speaking "the truth," can we entirely 
rule out that this dynamic did not equally operate in reverse? Perhaps all of them modified their 
notions of truth, in all its forms, in response to each other's stories. And, perhaps this was all the more 
likely in the months after Marc was supposedly caught red-handed by the police in Israel. 
 
If this dynamic were indeed operating, it might start to address our earlier question, stated differently: 
Why is the result of Zerner's “looking carefully at [her] role in all this" (from the May 24th email) so 
notably one-sided, distorted, and blaming in her 2016 story? It starts to make sense if she ultimately 
came to believe that she was not a mutual participant in a normal human relationship but instead the 
victim of abuse.  
 
The fallacy of sliding truth validation is committed when we attempt to establish any type of truth using 
the validation procedures for a different type. It constitutes a mistake in reasoning, a mistake in how 
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we authenticate truth. It is not the result of some nefarious conspiracy, but it is a natural liability in 
situations such as Marc’s, where objective truth is so desperately wanted but subjective truths are so 
much easier to come by and validate. This liability is enhanced when conversations between 
aggrieved parties are not mediated by outside or countervailing perspectives.  
 
Weaponized stories are defined by this fallacy. They evoke and encourage it, increasing it prevalence. 
And, its prevalence, particularly in our age of alternative facts (death of facts), makes weaponized 
stories much more effective. Zerner unknowingly plays into this vicious cycle, amplifying the problem, 
every time she tells her weaponized story. In the closing minute of her performance, she solipsistically 
affirms that telling her story is a way of taking back the power that she had given away to Marc. Part of 
taking back this power, in her words, involves the need to “tell the truth.” Not to tell her truth, or her 
version of the truth, but to tell the truth.  
 
Ironically, what Zerner fails to see here is that there is no power without responsibility. Even as, she 
attempts to hold Marc accountable for the very same offense, she reclaims her power while 
disclaiming responsibility for the impact her truth has on even reasonable attempts to approximate the 
truth of her relationship to Marc and his situation in general. This is her core transgression, and it 
stretches back for years. It was not her lies, omissions, or distortions that precipitated the 2011 
events, which we turn to next. Each of those were undoubtedly important, but what is most indictable 
is her insidious ability to manipulate how people perceived their own truth concerning their relationship 
to Marc.  
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CHAPTER 10 - SO MUCH FLAME SO LITTLE FACT 
Let’s get back to the events of late 2011. In the proper chapter, we explained that Marc was 
dating two women—Kaela Ryan and Marcy Baruch—soon after an amicable breakup with 
his former partner, Miriam Kolan, earlier that year. The 2001 scandal did not result from 
claims made against Marc by these women. Unbeknownst to anyone at the time, it was 
perpetrated by Zerner, who influenced the right person at the right time in order to 
manufacture a controversy, even when one hadn't naturally emerged.  
 
The controversy was made public by blogger William Harryman, who helped stoke an 
internet mob who'd just been waiting for Marc to slip up. Remember, in the minds of some 
at the time, Marc had possibly skirted culpability in Israel. At the time, it was not yet known 
that complaints had not been registered with the police, and Marc had not yet disclosed 
many of the details about his time in Israel. Additionally, his re-emergence into the public 
arena just a few years prior was both unexpected and enraging to many of the same people. 
And, not only had he started teaching again, he was finding success heading up what 
became CIW and leading the Integral Spiritual Experience event series, which was two 
months out from its third public offering when this scandal erupted. 
 
On September 13, 2011, Harryman posted a blog featuring a statement made by Tami 
Simon, founder of Sounds True and supervisor of Ryan, about why she cancelled the book 
contract Ryan was working on with Marc. Simon’s statement read as follows: 
 

When I first started working with Marc a couple of years ago, Marc and I spoke 
openly about his history and what he claimed were false accusations against him 
related to alleged sexual improprieties. Several influential people spoke up in his 
defense and equally several people warned me not to trust Marc. I came to believe 
that whatever had happened in the past, Marc was beginning a new chapter in his 
life. Marc explicitly stated to me that he was not going to be involved in sexual 
relationships with students, that even if he deemed such relationships to be 
consensual, he did not believe that engaging in relationships with students would 
support his efforts to be an effective teacher. In considering publishing Marc's work, 
the most important thing to me was the actual quality of the written work. When he 
submitted "Your Unique Self" in its edited form, I appreciated the content and 
message of the book. The quality of the book combined with the force of his 
conviction regarding how he would conduct himself as a teacher moving forward 
convinced me to take a risk on publishing his work. 
 
In the past several weeks, new and incontrovertible information came to light that 
made me aware that Marc was involved in a sexual relationship with a student and 
that the relationship was shrouded in secrecy. There was an obvious lack of 
alignment between Marc's words to me and his actions. I learned about Marc's 
sexual relationship with a student from another woman who was having a sexual 
relationship with Marc. This woman was also asked by Marc to keep her relationship 
with him a secret. In talking with this woman, I learned how emotionally damaging 
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this secrecy was for her, how it cut her off from emotional support and connection. I 
also learned quite a bit about how she felt manipulated by Marc, about how often she 
witnessed Marc telling lies to cover his tracks, and how upset she was to find herself 
caught in such a web of lies. 
 
Discovering this new information, it became clear to me that it was not in integrity for 
me personally or for Sounds True as a company to publish Marc's books or to 
support him as a spiritual teacher in the world. I do not trust Marc Gafni. I do not 
trust what he says, and I do not trust that he acts in the best interests of his students 
or his professional alliances.22 

 
 
Simon is well respected in the communities within which Marc taught. Her words carried a 
great weight here and were largely taken at face value: ”I learned about Marc's sexual 
relationship with a student from another woman who was having a sexual relationship with 
Marc," and the former relationship "was shrouded in secrecy." 
 
As soon as “Marc is secretly sleeping with students” was published online, he was 
adjudicated guilty and the victim label was slapped on the two women—Ryan and Baruch, 
who were at the time unnamed, and who had not identified as such. Even the slightest 
indication—true or not—that Marc was “at it again” was enough to whip up a bias-fueled 
interpretation of the supposed facts about the nature of these relationships. A short lived 
search for truth ended with with forgone conclusion: Marc abuses again.  
 
Harryman, a consummate “fact-based” reporter and self-proclaimed protector of Marc's 
future victims23, helped to ensure that his reader’s reached this conclusion by throwing in a 
few completely unsubstantiated falsehoods. Both women were in a “power differential to 
Marc,” Baruch was a “student,” and Ryan, who was going through marriage counseling at 
the time, was engaging Marc as her counselor. As we’ll see below, none of this was true, 
but Harryman didn’t hesitate to state it as fact, nor did he provide any indication of how he 
came across such information. Speaking of power differentials, what Simon fails to mention, 
also as well explore below,  is that the women (Ryan) who told her about the other women 
(Baruch) was in her employ at the time and only told Simon about the relationship out of fear 
of getting caught sleeping with one the the Sound’s True’s authors. 
 
The 2011 scandal was effectuated by five dynamics that only appear salient in hindsight. 
First, Marc enraged Lester and Ingber by working with Kolan to expose the details of the 
2006 false complaints in the epilogue of her book The Guru Question.24 All indications are 
that Lester and Ingbar were in contact individually or collectively with Zerner at the time. 

 
22 Harryman, W., 2011, BREAKING: Marc Gafni's Sexual Impropriety Re- Emerges - Will Integral Leadership Step Up this 
Time?, http://integral-options.blogspot.com/2011/09/breaking-marc-gafnis-sexual-impropriety.html 
23 Ibid. 
24 Kolan, M., 2011, The Guru Question: The Perils and Rewards of Choosing a Spiritual Teacher, pp. 267-294, 
Sounds True. 
 

http://integral-options.blogspot.com/2011/09/breaking-marc-gafnis-sexual-impropriety.html
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Second, Simon's interpretation of Ryan's relationship with Marc was filtered through a 
recent first-person telling of Zerner's weaponized story. Third, Marc's relationships with 
Ryan and Baruch were immediately interpreted as abusive due to a residual 
misunderstanding of his recent history and an inappropriate application of an unequal 
power dynamic. Fourth, several of Marc’s colleagues at the time leveraged the situation for 
personal gain, further substantiating the public conclusion that something nefarious was 
once again afoot. And, fifth the fallacy of sliding truth validation was once again operating, in 
this instance, however, it was the establishment of collective truth that was most impacted. 
Each of these dynamics will be discussed in turn.  
 
They Will Attack You 
After the events of 2006, Ingber, Lester, and Zerner made quite the habit out of doing 
whatever they could to subvert Marc’s attempts to teach. In one such instance, the 
Executive Director at Ingber’s New York center emailed Deepak Chopra about an event he'd 
set up with Marc in New York. Chopra forwarded the emails to Marc and Wilber along with a 
question about how to respond. Wilber's attempts to reassure him failed, and Chopra asked 
Marc to follow up with his publicist and former CEO Richard Pearl. Kempton and Marc got 
on the phone with Pearl, who informed them that Chopra needed to back-off from Marc but 
would still furnish a testimonial for Marc’s upcoming book.  
 
In an attempt to explain the situation in Israel and persuade Chopra to reconsider, Marc 
asked Kolan to send Pearl a pre-publication draft of her epilogue, which was the first 
detailed attempt to call out the 2006 complaints for what they were—both false and 
fabricated. According to Marc, Pearl replied that he knew Donna Zerner and that he was 
good friends with Zerner’s friend, Tirza Firestone, a renewal rabbi in Boulder. Pearl 
elaborated: “Do not publish this. They will attack you.” Marc took this as a friendly 
suggestion and, in May 2011, Kolan went ahead with publication through Sound’s True, 
Simon’s company. In hindsight, Marc wonders if Pearl had not sent the draft to Zerner 
and/or Firestone and was actually reporting back their perspective.  
 
In a private communication with one of her staff members, Simon notes that she was 
overwhelmed by the intensity on the onslaught she received concerning Marc around the 
time she published Kolan's book. It's not entirely clear who exactly was in touch with Simon 
during his time, but it was later confirmed (by Simon, herself, in response to an email sent to 
her by Kempton) that Zerner ran into Simon at a Boulder supermarket in June 2011. She 
asked Simon why she published Kolan’s book with the epilogue on Marc and demanded a 
recall. The pair later met and Zerner gave, unbeknownst to her at the time, the most 
impactful telling of her weaponized story. On August 1st, the events described in Simon’s 
statement to Harryman took place. Ryan, fearing that Simon would find out she was dating 
a client, told Simon about her relationship with Marc, along with his relationship with 
Baruch. Marc and Simon met in person a few days later. According to Marc, Simon laid into 
him, in public, for 20 minutes straight. He reports having the distinct experience that he was 
sitting across from Zerner.  
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He should have taken Pearl at his word. While exposing the details of the 2006 false 
complaints was essential and required, at least he might have anticipated what he was 
walking in to—not that night with Simon per se, but throughout 2011, when he was dating 
two women who were one of separation from Zerner. A cliche as it sounds, this was a 
perfect storm and Marc was asking for it. In 2008, Ingber, Lester, and others (including 
Zerner) were likely shocked that Marc had managed to come back from events that took 
place two years prior.  
 
By 2011, the first two of five dynamics were in well in motion. First, Marc had the gall to tell 
his story (note that he won no points for bravely speaking his truth) and Kolan had the 
audacity to write about it. And, second, Zerner was honing her skill at manipulative 
storytelling. But, had Simon’s interpretation of Ryan’s admission not been pre-colored by 
Zerner, we wouldn’t be writing this chapter. Now, some have said that had Marc not been 
dating two people, the events of 2011 would have never came to pass. Fair enough, but 
who are we to judge? Dating multiple people at the same time, while perhaps not advisable 
in situations such as Marc’s, does not justify the judgment hurled upon these relationships. 
And, as we’ll see next, when the women themselves don't claim abuse, does it make any 
sense whatsoever that such a claim should leveled by uninvolved parties? 
 
Ryan  
While overlapping for several months, Marc's relationship with Ryan and Baruch unfolded 
along different trajectories and resulted in notably different outcomes, at least as judged at 
the time Simon’s statement was made public. Despite this, both are routinely referred to as 
the latest victims of Marc’s abuse. We’ll look next at both relationships, and, as you’ve likely 
come to expect, there is more to the story. What many have come take as the truth of 2011 
is just a partial approximation of a distorted collective truth that is largely out of lines with 
the chain of events that actually took place. We’ll start with Ryan and then move on to 
Baruch.  
 
Ryan first encountered Marc at an event he was teaching at Esalen in late 2010. She 
reflected on the experience in an email sent over a half year later, “Your greatness 
announced itself to me the moment I heard you speak . . . I remember feeling a bit like—oh 
no, am I ready for this? Now I understand why I felt that way. I am ready.” 
 
They didn’t actually meet for several more months, not until Simon assigned Ryan as editor 
of Marc's book, Your Unique Self, which was targeted for late 2011 release through Sound’s 
True. As is typical in editor-author relationships, they became intellectually close over the 
early part of 2011. Over the same period of time, Marc had broken up with Kolan and Ryan 
had separated from her husband, leaving the door open for their relationship to progress, 
which it did after a dinner in May. A walk through Boulder culminated in a return to the 
Sound’s True office, where Ryan suggested they make love on her desk. Marc declined, not 
on account of the riskiness of the encounter, but, he reports, out of a desire to progress at a 
slower pace. They shared a kiss instead and then began what he describes as a passionate, 
gentle, and loving relationship. 
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Their modest start lasted for a few weeks before deepening into a series of risky rendezvous 
involving sex in bathrooms and hotels. Hearing Marc tell the story, which their emails both 
corroborate and colorfully illustrate, feels a bit too voyeuristic while also bringing to mind the 
best experiences I’ve ever had at the start of a new relationship. In early July, they 
discussed spending an extended period of time together at beginning of August. They 
intended to explore the possibility of a making a longer term commitment.  
 
In an email sent on July 8, Ryan reflects on Marc's upcoming trip to Colorado, “…about to 
seal the deal. Once the deal is sealed, I will have total independence and privacy for the 
weekend." On the 11th, she lovingly reflected on their relationship (see Exhibit 9) in a way 
that indicates in no uncertain terms a dynamic of mutuality, one which directly undercuts 
Harryman’s baseless claims that Marc was Ryan's therapist or that they were engaged in a 
teacher-student relationship. On July 21, the anticipation clearly building, she reflected on 
how love impacts her:  
 

cannot fucking concentrate today. this is where i get stuck. this is why [her former 
husband] worked. this is why in my twenties i ran wild in the woods--climbing 
mountains and rocks all the time. wandering and writing fiction and living in a 
dreamland. i could not sit still. this is what love does to me. my edge is learning how 
to channel it. the love is big. feels like this love could build things. but i let it spin me 
around too much…and also, it feels fucking wonderful. this is what i pray for and to.  

 
Exhibit 9 

 
Only July 26th, a series of work-related emails transmute into erotic play. A suggestion on 
how Marc should optimally engage his Facebook page turns graphically sexual before 
ending with Ryan saying, "I am so open right now. Honey thru my whole body." Then, a half 
hour later in another chain of emails, an attempt to coordinate the dates of a New York 
event, takes a left turn toward love:  
 

Marc: love me honey, I am loving you.  
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Ryan: I am really feeling you. You are complex. And easy. Both I love. And I am both. 
Soon, my softness in all its forms.  
Marc: i will make love to you. i will fuck you open to god 
Ryan: This is where we take each other to heaven. 

 
Again, the emails capture beautiful exchanges of passion and play, illustrating a powerful 
budding relationship, which Marc felt had a strong chance of becoming a long term 
commitment. The feeling was mutual. In anticipation of the impending deepening of their 
bond during their planned time together in early August, Ryan spoke to two close friends 
about her relationship with Marc. Both responded positively, according to what Ryan 
reported to Marc, but they insisted that she tell Simon. Feeling this pressure, Ryan called at 
the end of July, “We have to tell Tami.” 
 
Marc admits that he wasn’t eager to tell Simon because she was close with Kolan, who 
knew Marc was dating but didn’t yet know that he was with Ryan. He wasn’t concerned that 
Simon would take issue with Ryan dating a client, but they together recognized the complex 
position Ryan was in having Simon as her employer. For these reasons, and others that 
commonly inform such choices during the early parts of dating relationships, the two had 
agreed to hold their relationship privately. This choice was also mutual. It was not the 
product of coercion, manipulation, or the swearing of anyone to secrecy, as was often 
reported. Marc believed that they arrived at the decision together; If their relationship was 
indeed to take the next step, they would let people know, starting with Simon, later in 
August. 
 
Unfortunately, within 6 days of these emails, their relationship had come to a crashing halt. 
Ryan met with Simon on August 1. Simon flipped. Neither Marc nor Ryan knew that Simon 
had been in contact with Zerner, and neither anticipated Simon's response. Ryan called 
Marc the next day, confused, crying, and apologetic. She emailed Simon and Marc that 
same day, suggesting that she Shepard the book, which was almost, complete, through 
final edits and indexing. Marc boarded a flight to Boulder a few days later, and met with 
Simon at the dinner described earlier. Channelling Zerner, Simon went ballistic in packed 
restaurant for nearly 20 minutes. She repeated many of the old canards, verbatim, which is 
when Marc realized what must have happened. Simon and Zerner had connected. His 
intuition was largely confirmed when Simon took issue, not with him dating her employee, 
but with him also dating a student, which is how Ryan described Marc’s relationship with 
Baruch.  
 
For Simon, this ran aground of a promise that Marc had made to her in a meeting from 
earlier in the year. At that time, they had discussed Marc ending his relationship with Kolan, 
which Simon supported, along with the conditions Simon had for taking on Marc’s book: No 
more relationships with students; nothing that would bring about another scandal. For 
Simon, Ryan’s characterization of Marc’s relationship with Baruch, however imprecise, 
spoke directly to the allegations from Israel, at least in terms of how Simon had come to 
interpret them through the warped lens of Zerner’s truth telling.  
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Ryan dropped out of contact for the next few weeks, but her and Marc met up toward the 
end of August. Ryan wanted to have sex. Apparently, they both thought that the situation 
would settle down and perhaps they could continue. They were wrong. Within a few weeks, 
the pressure on Simon had mounted—Harryman, Zerner, and a few other colleagues’ of 
Marc who well meet later, were pressuring her to cut all ties with Marc. She quietly canceled 
the book contract and released her statement through Harryman’s blog in mid-September. 
At around the same time, Haven reported to Marc that she was fearful of losing her job. She 
too met with Donna and Baruch (this is discussed below) and was seeing a therapist. The 
story she held about her relationship with Marc became re-scripted. It aligned with Simon 
and took on many of the radical elements of Zerner. She kept her job, ceased further 
contact with Marc, and took on, at least to some degree, the imposed victim label that 
others assigned to her.  
 
The story Ryan took on in late 2011 has apparently persisted over the last six years. While 
Ryan has entirely stayed out of the fray concerning Marc, she resurfaced anonymously in an 
interview reported on by Oppenheimer in a blog follow-up to his Christmas eve article in the 
Times. Oppenheimer reports that in 2011 Marc was accused “of sleeping with a woman he 
was counseling, which led her employer, a book publisher, to cancel Marc’s book 
contract.”25 He links to Simon’s statement but also says “the woman who alleged the affair 
recently confirmed the story to me.” He has the courtesy to include a note that Marc denied 
to him that he was ever Ryan’s counselor, but of course the story persists.  
 
The counselor dynamic, which Ryan apparently corroborates as recently as 2016, is 
required to scandalize her relationship with Marc, just as the teacher-student dynamic is 
required to scandalize his relationship with Baruch, which we turn to next. But, before we 
do, let's take the issue of unequal power a step deeper. While it could be argued that any 
relationship Marc engages will feature an unequal power dynamic—he is an accomplished 
teacher and author, after all—this argument is entirely too convenient and is strategically 
applied. No one says this about his past relationship with Kolan (why, because she is also 
an author?) or his current partner, Lori Galperin (why, because she has run several 
successful treatment centers?). Yet, there’s little hesitation to apply the abusive power 
dynamic to Ryan and Baruch (why, because one is an editor and the other a musician?). 
Bullshit. This infantilizes both of them, and it denies them the very possibility that they ever 
showed up powerfully in relationship. It also disregards how they actually showed up in 
relationship, as judged during the relationship—via the only reliable evidence we have about 
such interactions, namely, their emails—and not not after the fact, when they were sucked 
into a frenzy not of their own making.  
 
The easiest way to account for the discrepancy between Kolan/Galperin and Ryan/Baruch s 
to say that former didn't make claims of abuse against Marc, but the latter did. Not so fast. 
There's more than just a bit of circular reasoning in that argument. Rather, a more 
problematic power dynamic than the one that may have existed between these women and 

 
25 Oppenheimer, M., 2016, Understanding the Marc Gafni Story, Part II, Tablet, 
http://www.tabletmag.com/scroll/196238/understanding-the-marc-gafni-story-part-ii 

http://www.tabletmag.com/scroll/196238/understanding-the-marc-gafni-story-part-ii
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Marc is the one that existed between these women and Zerner and the one between Ryan 
and Simon.  These unacknowledged power discrepancies led to the stories of abuse in the 
first place, so primary fault cannot so easily be backward translated onto the oh-so-
powerful Marc and the oh-so-helpless women he dated. This is the third dynamic that led to 
the scandal that never was.  
 
Baruch 
If Ryan wasn't in therapy with Marc, was Baruch a student? According to Marc, the answer 
is “yes, this was indeed one aspect of their relationship.” The details are not as 
straightforward as it’s typically portrayed in claims made against Marc, so we’ll address it 
from the start. A teacher student relationship, at least as implicated in those claims, implies 
a relationship characterized by obedience and submission. It implies the manipulation of the 
power dynamic inherent in an established relational mode to obtain sex. And, it denies two 
important possibilities. First, that such relationships, in a healthy or functional form, are 
actually feasible and, second, that the student can actually consent to a relationship with a 
teacher.  
 
For Marc and Baruch both of these possibilities were realized, at least for a time. This 
changed, as we’ll see below, when others intervened, imposing their moralistic sensibilities 
about teacher-student relationship, persona agendas, and a confirmation bias fueled false 
pattern recognition. If you're predisposed to catch Marc once again sleeping with 
students—whether you're Zerner looking to fuel your next attack, or Simon waiting to see if 
Marc’s gonna break his promise, or just some uninvolved third party seemingly trying to 
form some kind of conclusive opinion about Marc—the tendency to disregard evidence that 
doesn't fit your existing beliefs literally creates the pattern that those very same beliefs are 
grounded on.  
 
Like all false patterns, they rarely fit the evidence. Marc first met Baruch in 2009 at a Unity 
Church event at which she was singing. They came across each other again at another 
church event in 2010 and became friendly. He invited her to perform at one of his events 
later in 2010, and by the end of that year, they began studying sacred texts together. During 
this time, the two had extended discussions about the nature of their relationship. They 
discussed how the teacher-student dynamic didn’t entail the roles of guru or disciple, and 
that it didn't preclude alternate modes of relating such as friend and colleague. While these 
discussions largely took place in conversation, the essence of them are at least partially 
reflected in exchanged emails, like the ones shown in Exhibit 10. 
 
Exhibit 10 
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Importantly, Baruch reviewed the material Marc had complied about the 2006 false 
complaints in Israel. She also read his 2007, publicly-accessible paper called Sex, Ethics, 
and Injury about the possibility of romantic relationships with students.26 In fact, they had 
planned to co-author an expanded version of this article grounded in the compatible views 
of leading feminist writers such as Bell Hooks, Laura Kipnis, and Christina Hoff-Sommers—
not to mention a recorded 2011 interview given by Wilber to the Integrales Forum—all of 
which affirm that this kind of relationship, under the right conditions, can be engaged with 
full ethical integrity. 
 
It can't be denied that Baruch was informed and cognizant of the relationship she was 
entering, and that should not be taken away from her. Nor should she be allowed to easily 
give up that autonomy or in any way disclaim it, which, as we'll see later, she tried to do.  
 
In 2011, even Harryman acknowledges the consensual nature of this relationship, “…the 
women willingly entered into these relationships - but would they have done so if there was 
a more public record of Integral leadership exposing his abuses?”27 But, in same same 
breath, he strips Baruch of capacity for discernment, while denying the very possibility that 
she was ever informed and autonomous. And, as we’ll see later, he was also behind a 2016 
attempt to help Baruch recant. It’s not really a surprise that the same person who 
immediately cast her in a victim role, would swoop in five years later to remove from public 
record any statement demonstrating her autonomy and power.  Again, we’ll explore this 
more deeply in a moment. 
 

 
26 Marc, M., 2016, Sex Ethics and Injury, http://www.marcgafni.com/sex-ethics-and-injury-an-essay-by-marc-gafni/ 
27 Harryman, W., 2011, BREAKING: Marc Gafni's Sexual Impropriety Re- Emerges - Will Integral Leadership Step Up this 
Time?, http://integral-options.blogspot.com/2011/09/breaking-marc-gafnis-sexual-impropriety.html 

http://integral-options.blogspot.com/2011/09/breaking-marc-gafnis-sexual-impropriety.html
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All of these conversations took place before Baruch took on an increased role beyond friend 
and colleague. On February 24th, the multiple modes that came to characterize their 
relationship were discussed over email (see Exhibit 11). Book projects, website projects, 
media projects, music, event booking, private study, board member, and toward the end of 
February, when Marc stayed at Baruch’s home while attending a series of meetings in 
Denver, they added a romantic dimension.  
 
Exhibit 11 

 
If you are tracking the timelines closely, yes, this overlapped with Marc’s breakup with 
Kolan, Complicating this matter, he regrets telling Kolan about Baruch a month or two later 
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and not at the time. This is the first of three mistakes that Marc regrets in hindsight. This 
created tension in the relationship between Baruch and Kolan, who was hard on Marc but 
harder on Baruch. The tension was furthered by the fact that Kolan, along with other 
colleagues of Marc, felt that Baruch’s mental health was unstable. One of them told Marc 
that Baruch was on some powerful medication. Marc later asked Baruch about this and she 
told him that she was but that had took herself off them. For Marc, this at least partially 
explained some difficult to explain conversations and issues related to her ability to deliver 
on work-related promises. Marc made little issue of this at that time, but it does help to 
explain some behavior that surfaces after Simon outed their relationship. Independent of 
any of this, Baruch advocates strongly for herself in regard to the tension with Kolan (see 
Exhibit 12), demonstrating that she was anything but powerless or unable to advocate for 
her own needs and perspectives.  
 
Exhibit 12 

 
 
Second, Marc regrets not breaking confidence with Baruch by telling Simon about their 
relationship when they met in early 2011, prior to them signing the contract for the book. Of 
course, in hindsight, this appears entirely convenient, as it was on this very issue that Simon 
hinged her public statement. He was honoring prior agreements he'd made with Baruch, 
who was sensitive to the possibility that if people knew they were dating, they might have 
thought that was the reason he originally asked her to perform at his events. But, in so 
doing, he had responded from a place of fear—fear about past allegations and how they 
might fuel interpretations of his present relationships. And, in coming from this place, he 
sold short both himself and Baruch in regard to their mutual understanding about the 
possibility of multi-modal relationships between teachers and students. In a sense, this is a 
matter of competing goods. Marc opted to sacrificed a higher good--one which had the 
potential to impact a large number of people—to protect a lesser good that arguably would 
have impacted just he and Baruch.  
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What he wasn't doing, as Simon, Harryman, and others have claimed, was "shrouding a 
relationship in secrecy." He simply held confidence when he now realizes he should not 
have. Now, to be clear, this garbage on secrecy was not a dynamic between Baruch and 
Ryan either. Both knew that Marc was dating the other long before Simon’s public 
statement was made. Their relationships were non-exclusive, and not just for Marc. Baruch 
was also pursuing other people, which she mentioned in an email sent to Marc on April 27, 
“…there was a new guy there i was longing to hook up with for all kinds of hot and holy 
purposes…” 
 
Third, Marc missed some signs and failed to adequately respond to others that may have 
led him to end things with Baruch long before issues arose. To be fair, many of these signs 
only appeared significant in hindsight, but nonetheless he regrets not taking a different 
course. To start, there was evidence early on that Baruch’s capacity to balance self care 
with care for Marc may have been inadequate. On February 27, in response to a discussion 
of a negative online comment about Marc, Baruch says, “i am taking care of you too. in 
many ways that you don't even know.... but i do it all the time. and if anyone was mad i 
would know how to stand for you. better than i do for myself.”  
 
Then, there was an issue with both instability and a general inability to deliver on work-
related promises. This may or may not have been related to her mental health, but it caused 
Marc to subtly question one the primary reasons he was drawn to Baruch in the first place, 
namely the chance to work together on a common vision. Finally, in conversation that took 
place prior  to Simon's statement, Baruch was bothered by her perception that Marc had 
"moved closer to Ryan than he had to her." In related conversation that took place after the 
blow-up had worked it way into the public domain, a similar theme emerged, “You chose 
Ryan over me, but I stood with you.” What may have simply been moments of fleeting 
insecurity, might also have indicated that Baruch was both not okay with not moving toward 
exclusivity or not okay with the fact that her remaining steadfast hadn't earned her an 
exclusive commitment. If either of these feelings were more than just partially true, Marc 
should have steered their relationship in a different direction, particularly come July, when 
his feelings for Ryan were clearly deepening.  
 
With a day or two of meeting with Simon in early August, Marc called Baruch to update her 
on the situation.  She was furious at Ryan for going to Simon without Marc present and for 
referring to her a student, in such a way that was so easily degraded. On August 14th, she 
sent Marc a simple email of support, "much love, friend. much love. always,” indicating that, 
despite the blowup, she was moving closer.  And, on September 13, the same day that 
Harryman published Simon's statement, Baruch sent Kempton and Marc a draft of a public 
statement she had written and which was later posted on Marc's website.  
 
In this statement, as you can see at the bottom of Exhibit 13, she spoke eloquently about 
the nature of relationship to Marc. “Let me be very direct: there is no issue here. I am a fully 
empowered adult woman who has been working on behalf of what I want to bring into the 
world. In the natural course of doing so, I have entered into many roles and many natural 
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and responsible ways of relating. One of these included an intimate dynamic with Marc at 
one point that expressed itself sexually.” She described the relationship much like it has 
been portrayed here: “I had a relationship with Marc that was beautiful and profoundly 
mutual….I entered willingly and consciously into a dual relationship. I told Marc that I did 
not want to engage the relationship unless it was held privately. I entered the relationship 
after he and his partner had agreed to leave their domestic relationship.” And, she spoke of 
normal relational hurt, “when you ask was I hurt in my relationship to Marc. Of course I was. 
And so was he in relationship to me.”  
 
Exhibit 13 
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She also spoke out powerfully against those people who were using the relationships to 
degrade her and destroy Marc, “But for someone to use the hurt of the relationship to 
degrade the beauty of what was between us in order to satisfy some fear driven agenda is 
to desecrate all that I know is holy.” She said that she felt “deeply violated” by people who 
discussed their relationships with no knowledge of it and “in a way that dares to suggest 
that I was a victim.” 
 
This was a truly beautiful statement—poignant, direct, and powerful—making what happens 
next all the more perplexing but sadly familiar.   
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From August thru November, Baruch moved closer to Marc as their relationship continued. 
On October 24, she sent him a link to a porn video entitled “outdoor dildo fun.” On 
November 17, she missing communicating with him, “I sent some skype messages and 
would love to feel you there...I'm writing here to say I am thinking of you in Germany…Love 
you.”  But, but not with out struggle. According to Marc, being a part of a public scandal 
was a lot, potentially too much, for Baruch's system to handle. Her concerns about their 
relationship, as expressed to Marc directly, began to exaggerate. They met with several 
therapists, at Baruch’s request. But after one session with each, she refused to continue. By 
January, the fallout of the scandal was hitting her hard. A friend cut off contact on account 
of Baruch lying about being involved with Marc. On January 6, 2012, Baruch took her 
frustration out on Marc and Kolan (see Exhibit 14).  
 
Exhibit 14 
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Over time, Baruch became the victim she raged against others making her out to be. 
Exactly one year from the day that she wrote her statement, she sent the following biting 
and malice-filled email that I won't even attempt to summarize because it speaks for itself 
(see Exhibit 15). Three years later, almost to the date, she asks to be removed from the CIW 
email list. Her reason? "I want nothing to do with a child molester. Marc Gafni is a 
pedophile." Even though she used to sleep with supposed pedophiles—remember, Baruch 
was fully aware of the past claims made against Marc—she apparently no longer wanted 
anything to do with them.  
 
Fair enough, but about five months after that, she attempts to rewrite history. She 
convinced Harryman to send the following email (see Exhibit 16) asking Marc to remove 
Baruch’s statement from his website. Why? Harry claimed that it was because Marc wrote it 
in her name, or more accurately, because “… she typed while you paced behind her, telling 
her what to write, apparently frantic.” Evidently, Harryman never saw the email shared 
above (and Baruch must have forgotten about it). As shown earlier in Exhibit 13, Baruch, 
who was in Denver on September 13, 2011, clearly sent a draft to Marc, who was in 
California. At Baruch’s request, both he and Kempton helped her tighten the statement, but 
it was written by her. Claims to the contrary are just ludicrous. Given her progression toward 
vitriol, it’s entirely unsurprising that she felt differently about her statement five years on. 
But, rather than issuing some type of public retraction—something that owns up to a 
change of heart—she has taken to internet trolling and social media drive-byes, attacking 
Marc’s colleagues, friends, and anyone offers words of support. 
 
Her trolling a persisted unrelated into mid-2017. Her attacks seem more aggressive just as 
they seem more pathetically desperate. In response to a Facebook post Marc created about 
a piece of new content, Baruch replied with attacks on Miriam Kolan, Barbara Marx 
Hubbard,  and her own dwindling sense of decency (see Exhibit 17). At least we can give 
her credit for a semi-creative hashtag, even though it’s a bit long. 
 
Exhibit 15 

 
Exhibit 16 
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Exhibit 17 

 
 
Baruch had officially dropped out of her relationship with Marc by early 2012. After five 
years, had the seeds of regret grown to the point where attack was her only option? Or, was 
there something else that might explain how Baruch came to see "the truth." And, by "the 
truth," if you haven't guessed at this point, we mean Zerner's truth, or more precisely, the 
truth that Zerner's helped Baruch to adopt.  
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Soon after Simon's statement went public, and unbeknownst to Marc at the time, Zerner 
reached out—likely through Simon—to both Ryan and Baruch. Some unknown manner of 
conversations between the three of them took place. By mid-October, Zerner, seeking to 
capitalize on the scandal she tipped off with Zimon, placed a call to Sam Alexander—the 
board chair of the Center for World Spirituality, an earlier incarnation of CIW—to let him 
know “the truth” about Marc.28 Alexander arrived at Starbucks in Boulder to find that Zerner 
was accompanied by Ryan and Baruch, both of whom had brought male friends (as 
backup?). Alexander reports that Zerner did most of the talking and that he had the distinct 
experience that Zerner was stirring Ryan and Baruch to action. At the time, Alexander was 
not informed about Zerner’s relationships with Marc or the role she held in the run up to the 
2006 false complaints, nor was he at the time privy to the details of Marc’s relationships 
with Ryan or Baruch. Everyone told their sorry and Alexander write that he was convinced. 
So much so, that, with the women’s support, he sought to convene a meeting between 
Marc, Zerner, Baruch, Ryan, and a therapist who’d guide the discussion. According to 
Alexander, the women agreed. Zerner, in particular, “said that she did not want to hurt Marc 
any more than she already had, she insisted she was seeking his healing.” 
 
Alexander then approached Marc, who agreed to the meeting, but who was more than a bit 
skeptical that the others would bail. Alexander called each of them and each turned him 
down. “Marc was too smart,”  “he had so much sinister power,” and  “they wouldn’t be able 
to speak their truth,” were the reasons they cited. Sounds a lot like Zerner’s 2016 story, 
huh? This is one of the many instances where she has honed her craft. After recruiting 
Baruch and Ryan, she then sought to, in Alexander’s words, “co-opt me into their effort to 
destroy Marc…”29  
 
Had Alexander also been dating Marc, it may have actually worked. I say that only partially 
tongue-in-cheek. The essence of the third dynamic that led to the scandal that never was 
finally took hold over this short span of time. This is how Zerner operates. Unable to 
adequately reconcile residual feelings about her relationship with Marc, she sought out 
potential allies at the very moment they were experiencing similar strife. She then injected 
her poison right into the heart of their deepest vulnerabilities, right into the root of their pain. 
They then found in Zerner, not only a believable (but entirely tactical) empathy, but also a 
weaponized story that engendered feelings of "yeah, I experienced that too.” Then, to 
assuage the dissonance and confusion, they re-scripted their experience through the lens of 
Zerner's truth. In that instant, all manner of normal regret or remorse about recently past 
decisions made in regard to their relationships with Marc—decisions that were both 
empowered and consensual—were wiped away, replaced by a burden that was far easier to 
bear; the veil of victimhood.  
 
From that place, Zerner had her allies and both Baruch and Ryan had found their abuser, 
the same man that mere weeks earlier they were both in love with. Baruch said it best in her 

 
28 Alexander, S., 2017,  Speaking Out For Integrity and Dr. Marc Gafni, Patheos, 
http://www.patheos.com/blogs/christianityforthesbnr/2017/01/speaking-out-for-integrity-and-dr-marc-gafni-part-
i-of-iii/ 
29 Ibid. 
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public statement, “..for someone to use the hurt of the relationship to degrade the beauty of 
what was between us in order to satisfy some fear driven agenda is to desecrate all that I 
know is holy.” Too bad she didn’t realize that this is exactly what Zerner was preying on. 
 
Screaming the Name of God 
And too bad she didn’t recognize that this line almost perfectly characterizes the nature of 
her betrayal. For, in the end, it was Baruch herself who used the hurt of their relationship to 
degrade the beauty of what her and Marc shared. I asked Marc to offer some reflections on 
the nature of betrayal. He responded by recounting a series of reflections he shared with 
Dalit in 2007, a year after the false complaints. This is when he first contemplated the topic. 
His insights, which drew from some of his writings in Mystery of Love, are even more 
pertinent now.  
 

I had just finished a walk with Dalit. We were talking about betrayal and what the 
Talmud calls the desecra<on of God’s name. We were blown away by the 
unfolding of revelatory insight. We understood in a new way the tragedy and 
horror of betrayal, par<cularly the unique nature of sexual betrayal. In the 
understanding, there was relief. It is only by turning pain into art. By this, I mean 
the process of transla<ng a painful experience into understanding and insight that 
can be shared. By illumina<ng an aspect of the source code of culture, I find some 
relief. I see the way that fate might become fortune. I realize that the suffering will 
be inscribed not only on the lips of God but in the transformed hearts of men and 
women.  

Dalit is wondrous. She had come to live with me for a couple of years aIer the 
false complaints. I love Dalit very much, but I am not her man. We dated for a <me 
in Israel, but she wants a very classical monogamous marriage. I want something 
just as commiJed but more post-conven<onal. Dalit thinks marriage is the 
solu<on to life’s angst. I think she is par<ally right. It is in this place between two 
people that magic and transforma<on happen. In<macy is truly the crucible of 
transforma<on. 

At the <me, Karen Rosica, my beyond awesome therapist, had been holding center 
and helping me to not internalize the insanity on the web. I had to recover my core 
goodness, but the intensity of the onslaught was overwhelming. They were 
demonizing me to make sure no one talked to me and found out that the 
complaints were false and orchestrated. Jacob, my lawyer, did not want me to say 
anything in public. He said, “give up your reputa<on, Marc. Protect yourself 
against the police complaints. That is your only goal and then you can go back and 
set the record straight and reclaim your reputa<on. Your good name!” 

My good name. Dalit and I talked about name. The worst sin in Judaism is to 
desecrate the name of God. The word for it in Hebrew is Chillul Hashem. It comes 
from the prophet Ezekiel and literally means “emptying the name.” It is usually 
used to refer to stories in which a representa<ve of Judaism acts unethically and 
therefore desecrates the name God. That is what I was being wrongly accused of. 
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Dalit and I tried to feel deeper into the ero<c invita<on of the text on Chillul 
Hashem, desecra<ng God’s name. As I said – the literal transla<on is to “empty 
the name.” Dalit said to me, “they have “emp<ed your name. The name Gafni in 
Israel meant goodness and love and integrity, and now everyone thinks that you 
were promising marriage to get sex.” We talked and talked and then at the same 
<me something really potent and even more painful, but also powerful, holy, and 
profound opened up for us. 

At the moment of sexual climax, we cry out, Oh God or the name of the other 
person. The deep gorgeous understanding is that the name of God and the 
personal name are one. Our name is part of the name of God. That is the knowing 
of orgasm, when we are on the inside of the inside. Dalit and I--we were once 
lovers--looked in each other eyes and it was so clear. It is not just that they have 
gone to destroy my reputa<on--my good name--but it was so much more then 
that.  

When we betray our lover we are betraying the name of God in an even more 
profound way. When we experience the holy of holies of orgasm together, we 
scream the name of God, or we screamed the other's name. They are the same 
name.  We are uJerly naked and vulnerable. We fully trust each other. When we 
scream the name of God in orgasm, we are taking an oath. An oath in Hebrew 
wisdom is always taken on God’s name. The name of God cried out in sexual 
ecstasy is an oath of loyalty It does not mean that we will stay together forever. It 
does not mean that we will not make mistakes. We are all imperfect.  

At the bare minimum, it does mean that I will not distort my sexual story with you 
in order to try and destroy your public name which is the name you need to share 
teaching, to share insight, and to share love, to make a living, to raise your 
children and everything else. To scream the name of God in sexual ecstasy and 
then to go to murder the name of your beloved is to desecrate God’s name in the 
most terrible of ways. It is to empty the name.  

I now understood what I have experienced over in the course of this story, what I 
have experienced again here with Kaela and Marcy.  The pain can gets so intense, 
the terror becomes so thick, that I feel my life emptying from my body. This is my 
name being emp<ed from me. Let me be clear—I do not own anyone. Anyone I am 
with can be sexual with anyone else they want. You cannot cheat on me, because I 
do not own you. But do not scream my name, do not let me scream your name—
we cannot scream the name of God in unison—and then lie about what happened 
between us.  

This is what Chillul Hashem—the desecra<on of God’s name, the emptying of 
God’s name –-actually means. You desecrate God’s name by moving to destroy the 
name of your beloved. This is what Kaela allowed to happen when she shiIed her 
story and allowed it to be used by Tami and others to form the basis of an aJack. 
This is what happened when Marcy turned away from her own desire to not have 
the hurt in our rela<onship degrade the beauty of what we shared.  

I am relieved by this understanding. It gives me the peace of understanding even if 
it does not give me the peace that surpasseth understanding. Thank You Dali<e. I 
bow to you in devo<on and scream your name. I now understand why sexual 
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betrayal is so devasta<ng—why it is, in some deep sense, the ul<mate betrayal. 
Perhaps this is what Judas alludes to when he kisses Jesus in the Garden of 
Gethsemane in the book of Mathew. “Do you betray me with a kiss,” says Jesus. 

 
Flaming the Fire 
Others preyed on the so-called scandal of 2011 as well. They capitalized on this sexual 
betrayal and, while their motivations publicly appeared more mundane than Zerner's, their 
actions were just as impactful, constituting the fourth dynamic that led to this scandal. Of 
the many possible people I could discuss here, I'll only mention one, Robb Smith, CEO of 
Integral Life, the primary media outlet for Wilber's work, and the company that took over 
through licensing agreement the primary activities of Integral Institute, the think tank that 
Wilber founded in 2000. 
 
A bit of background will be helpful here. From 2003 through 2007, I ran event operations for 
Integral Institute (I-I). At its height, a group of us had created a thriving event business. For a 
time, it generated a substantial portion of company revenue and led directly to almost 80% 
of yearly donations. Smith entered the picture in early 2007, after a series of bad 
management decisions and hefty legal settlements had left I-I in a dire financial position and 
Wilber looking for a CEO.  
 
Smith's solution was to create Integral Life, a sister for-profit company, to make good on 
distributing and expanding I-I’s intellectual property, which he valued at $0. After several 
years of effort, Smith, who had doubled the core staff, shut down the events business, and 
dumped a ton of personal money into the company, found himself—to put it in words he 
used at early Integral Theory Conference—"in over his head.” Despite his efforts 
membership was down by over a third, staff were either leaving or getting laid off, and 
donations had dried up fast.  Even Wilber’s seminal Integral Spiritual Center (ISC) teacher 
gatherings, a yearly closed-door event featuring dialogues between over a dozen lineage 
holders from various traditions—was unable to be repeated due to lack of cash.  
 
Marc, who had taken part in earlier ISC gatherings began conversations with Wilber about 
revitalizing the events business through a larger, more public iteration of these teacher 
gatherings called Integral Spiritual Experience (ISE). They soon brought Smith into the 
conversation and he saw its potential immediately, agreeing to partner with Marc in mid-
2008. On November 3, 2008, Robb published a now removed public statement called Love 
and Suffering: Dr. Marc Gafni Reemerges.30 In this post, Smith comments on the 2006 
events, “it seems clear that what was previously construed as illegal sexual misconduct was 
among other things a cauldron of badly handled relationships and communication amongst 
adults.” He then welcomes Marc back to the integral community as a co-leader of the ISE 
event along with Diane Hamilton and Kempton. 
 

 
30 Smith, R., 2008, Love and Suffering: Dr. Marc Gafni Reemerges, Original link removed. Article can be read here: 
http://nhne-pulse.org/rabbi-marc-gafni-sexual-improprieties/ (search for “Robb Smith”) 

http://nhne-pulse.org/rabbi-marc-gafni-sexual-improprieties/
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Marc headlined the first two ISE events—which focused on Unique Self and the Future of 
Love, respectively. Both were a wild success. The events brought together over 400 people 
each  for a practice-focused conference featuring over two dozen teachers from as many 
traditions. After each event, Smith made behind the scenes move to oust Marc. He started 
with emails to Ken, which were routinely blocked. “No one should be as close to you as I 
am,”  were a common theme. After the second event, he called for a meeting with Ken and 
Marc. He then argued his takeover in person. Marc replied bluntly, "if you want Robb to take 
over the event, I'm out." Ken backed Marc. The next day, Smith left Marc a wild, loving 
voicemail, and then he tried to recruit Hamilton against Marc, to no avail. In the run up to the 
third ISE event, which was scheduled for the end of December 2011 and which again 
featured Marc as a headliner, Robb got the assistance he needed to make his move. 
 
In August 2011, Ken and Marc sent an email to a hand-selected group of prior I-I donors 
seeking support for the event. A day later, David Riordan, Smith’s second-in-charge, called 
an emergency meeting with Ken and Marc. He was furious that Marc would email their 
donors, and he claimed to be speaking for Smith. He said that he had called Simon— who, 
remember, had met with Ryan on August 1st—and discussed the new allegations against 
Marc. Smith followed this up with a call to Marc, “I am going to exercise leadership here," 
he extolled, before moving to remove Marc from his leadership role in ISE for "violating our 
agreements." He later gained the support of other ISE teachers, including Terry Patten, 
whose 2016 blog about Marc we'll discuss later. I suspect Smith also spoke to Simon, who 
he was in contact with a few years prior, when I worked for him. 
 
In his 2008 statement, Smith’s leadership took the following form: “To be clear, we know it 
is not our place to judge a very complex set of perspectives, emotions, and intersubjective 
commitments.” As if the events of 2011 didn’t involve the very same thing. He continued on 
to cite Father Thomas Keating, who “describes one of the greatest and most miraculous 
equations ever described: transformation = suffering + love.” He then landed his justification 
for initially partnering with Marc on ISE, “The greatest value that we at Integral Life hold, and 
practice, is love.”31 
 
Yet, as soon as the most lucrative and successful event came to pass since the early days 
at I-I, Smith’s commitment to love had degraded into a power play. He wanted to be closest 
to Ken, he wanted to call the shots on ISE without the interference of Marc’s co-leadership, 
and were fooling ourselves if we think money wasn't also an equal part of the equation. With 
Marc out of the mix, there was no other organization to split the profit with. Integral life took 
control of the event, the brand, and claims to all future revenue.  
 
Now, one could say that business is business, and that Smith, like Simon immediately 
before him, cut ties with Marc to protect his organization. He says as much in a statement 
published on September 13th (see Exhibit 18), the same day that Simon’s statement went 

 
31 Ibid. 
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public, "I just will not let our organizations be associated with this kind of reckless 
controversy."32 
 
Exhibit 18 

 
 
Let's also take a closer look at a number of other things Smith says. To start, he tries to spin 
his recent moves as not having been derived from “this recent scandal.” What he described 
as decision made over a year earlier, more accurately refers to inclination and intentions, of 
which I was privy to at the time. The decision itself was made, executed, and announced 
directly as a result of this so called scandal. I was very close to primary ISE organizers at the 
time. As one might expect, there were ample internal struggles amongst the leadership 
team. Chief amongst them were the fact that Wilber repeatedly backed Marc over Smith, 
and not just in private. On December 27th, Wilber published the following statement (see 

 
32 Smith, R., 2011, Where I Stand, http://integral-options.blogspot.com/2011/09/robb-smiths-response-to-march-
gafni.html 

http://integral-options.blogspot.com/2011/09/robb-smiths-response-to-march-gafni.html
http://integral-options.blogspot.com/2011/09/robb-smiths-response-to-march-gafni.html
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Exhibit 19)—the second of two that he made about the 2011 events—after reviewing the 
evidence and conversing with multiple parties.33  
 
Exhibit 19 

 

 
33 Wilber, K., 2011, Ken Wilber Statement on Marc Gafni and the Center for Integral Wisdom, 
http://www.marcgafni.com/resp/ken-wilber-statement-on-marc-gafni-and-the-center-for-world-spirituality/ 
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Compare Smith and Wilber’s statements. Their conclusion couldn’t be more different, and 
their disagreement concerning Marc was glaring and public, at least to anyone tracking the 
numerous statements made at the time. You can take Wilber at his word here or not, they 
key is that he actually was in relationship to Marc throughout this entire event. Just like 
many of us, who have stayed in relationship with Marc and who have either spoken to many 
of his alleged victims or to trusted colleagues who have spoken to them, Wilber was 
informed and his opinion was considered. He was not responding reactively or protectively 
like Smith (and Simon).   
 
The remainder of the issues between Marc, Smith, and the ISE leadership team were just 
normal interpersonal struggles that could have been resolved with effective leadership, 
especially leadership committed to practicing love as Smith professed in 2008. The 2011 
scandal was used an excuse to sidestep a responsibility to constructively resolve. And, the 
differing conclusions of Smith and Wilber just accentuated this lapse in responsibility. But 
ISE was under the control of Integral Life, and Smith owned Integral Life. Marc was a threat 
and the threat was removed. I guess that one form of leadership.  
 
Back to Smith’s statement, let’s look a few more things he says. It seems that we are not 
the only ones with a penchant for metaphors involving smoke and fire. Smith says he is 
“tired of running to the scene of a fire and finding a spiritual teacher holding matches,” and 
that he doesn't want the integral edifice to “die of smoke inhalation.”  So which is it? Was 
Smith most afraid of the fire or the smoke? He says there was a fire and he implies that 
Marc was holding the matches, but then he's worried about smoke inhalation. How much 
smoke does an ember really give off? Well, if you fan it into a fire, I guess it's enough to 
justify your actions. And, by announcing that Marc was removed from the event and that 
Integral Life has removed Marc’s contributor pages from their site, this is exactly what 
Smith’s did. They were taken by many as a confirmation that something grave had indeed 
taken place. It still says on Marc’s wikipedia entry that Integral Life removed his content 
because of “new allegations of sexual misconduct.”34 
 
What was the smoke that led Smith to assume fire? He refers to two sources, “Bill 
Harryman’s allegations” and a conversation he had with Simon. That’s it. He doesn’t even 
refer to the issue beyond calling it a “controversy.” Why? Because there was no issue. 
Harryman and Simon had accused Marc of sleeping with a student, but, as we have shown, 
both Ryan and Baruch had not made any claims. When Smith’s statement was published, 
Ryan had dropped off the radar, remorseful for tipping everything off and worried about her 
job, and Baruch was a few hours from publishing her own statement defending herself and 
her relationships with Marc. Smith was encountering smoke, assumed fire, and then failed 

 
34 Marc Gafni, Wikipedia Entry, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marc_Gafni 
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to recognize that it was actually himself, Simon, and Zerner were the ones who flamed the 
ember into an actual fire.  
 
Finally, Smith writes that he stands by his 2008 decision to partner with Marc. To me, this is 
the most baffling. Given his actions, he either doesn't want to admit a mistake or doesn't 
think he was wrong. He suggests that at the time he was motivated by Blackstone’s ratio, it 
is better than 10 guilty men go free that one innocent man be wrongly convicted. Fair 
enough. At the time, he had done his due diligence. He had checked facts and discussed 
the 2006 allegations with people who’d deeply considered the evidence. In 2011, however, 
motivated by a personal interest to be done with Marc, he denied the potentially innocent 
man the same due diligence. Wouldn’t it have been so much easier to just say he was 
wrong about Marc in 2008?  
 
This is where Smith is must culpable. And this is where his 2011 statement becomes such a 
massive hypocrisy in light of what he said in 2008 about love, transformation, and suffering, 
and in light of what he posted on Facebook on the very same morning: 
 

Today we have been called to listen and can hear wounds calling out for healing. 
Please don’t be afraid. Where our deepest dreams and self-held aspirations meet our 
most profound yearning for communion lives an awesome opportunity for awakening 
to our true nature. May all my friends, and any who see me as an enemy, experience 
the ecstatic embrace of our only one Self. All who weep in sorrow, I stand with you, I 
gently hold your hand that divine bliss can heal your heavy heart. Where there is 
suffering let us face it together. Let us be here now. And let us answer the suffering 
by listening ever more loudly. Let us sing together in joy. Let us infuse our hearts with 
the joy that fuels compassion. Let us be the only Joy that heals all wounds. Rama 
bolo, rama bolo, bolo ram.35 
 

As Harryman said in reply, “That's nice, and fluffy, and, well, nice.” He was apparently 
looking for something more aggressively damning of Marc. I am looking for actions more 
consistent with these sentiments. Let us be here now? Let us listen more loudly? Let us 
infuse our hearts with the joy that fuels compassion? Or as he said in 2008, let our 
organizations practice love. For me, such calls for love, joy, and compassion, (1) should not 
be one-sided, extending to only the “victims,” and (2) should involve a responsibility to 
check facts—something like the efforts Smith engaged in 2008—before taking action. And, 
no, talking to Simon or reading Harryman's blog, as we've established, does not meet the 
second standard. Particularly, if the resulting actions involve weeping for the victims while 
righteously assuming from afar that Marc was "holding the matches.” 
 
Truth Fallacies Redux 
In the last chapter, we introduced the fallacy of sliding truth validation, which is committed 
when we attempt to establish any type of truth using the validation procedures for a 

 
35 Smith, R., 2011, Facebook post, http://integral-options.blogspot.com/2011/09/robb-smiths-response-to-march-
gafni.html 
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different type. Zerner's attempts to use subjective truth (her truth) to influence how we 
validate objective truth (the truth) illustrated how the fallacy operates in the individual 
domain. Here, we explored how one individual’s stated truth about how she was feeling 
influenced how we accepted truth claims about what another individual said or did. In this 
instance, it was her truth versus the truth.  
 
The actions of Simon and Smith illustrate how the fallacy operates in the collective domain. 
Here, we are trying to discern something very different.  Ultimately, we want to know if 
Marc’s relationships with Ryan and Baruch were abusive. We want to know what was true 
for them. Yet we’re relying upon the feelings, actions, and perspectives of two other people 
to establish what was true in relationships between others. It’s as if we are blindly and 
uncritically accepting what Simon and Smith might have called our truth to establish their 
truth. Our truth is intersubjective, it refers to what Simon and Smith believe to be valid truth. 
Their truth is interobjective, it refers to the factual realities that existed in Marc’s 
relationships. Once again, the former is not a valid way to establish the latter.  
 
Regardless, Simon’s cancelling of the book contract and Smith’s removal of Marc from ISE 
and Integral Life’s website, along with their justifications of these actions, were taken by 
many as a sufficient basis to establish the truth about Marc’s relationships with two other 
people. It’s as if we have outsourced our truth validation to people we respect as leaders 
and who we assume have done their due diligence. As it turns out, this was not the case, 
and our respect is often misguided, if not undeserved in this instance. It's important in to 
point out that neither Simon or Smith actually committed the fallacy. They just increased the 
likelihood that it would be committed. While they may have been motivated for others to 
support their conclusions or adopt similar positions, the fallacy was committed by anyone 
who took what they said as a sound basis for establishing the interobjective truth about 
Marc’s relationships. Again, this is not a nefarious conspiracy. It’s an all-to-common 
mistake in reasoning, a misstep in how we authenticate truth, and responsibility for this 
fallacy lies with the adjudicator of the truth in question.  
 
This fallacy does not lessen the impact of Simon's, Smith's, (or Zerner's) actions—nor does 
it let off the hook anyone else who lent their voice to the cause take down Marc on the basis 
of the opinions of parties not involved in his 2011 relationships. The impact was, in 
hindsight, actually quite profound. The scandal that never was became a bridging event that 
connected the events of 2006 with the smear campaign of 2016. We'll mention two events 
that illustrate how.  
 
In 2013, Marc had a four-hour phone meeting with Elster. This was the first extended 
contact between the two since before the false complaints were launched in May 2006. For 
Marc, the aim of the call was to listen closely to Elster and speak his own truth in hopes that 
they could move toward some form of resolution. For the first two hours, Kempton was 
present on the call, and the for second two Galperin was present. Marc challenged Elster 
directly on the 2006 false complaints, but she side-stepped the core issues by suggesting 
the details didn’t matter because he had repeated the same behavior again in 2011. She 
followed up the call with an ranting email that essentially accused Marc of masturbating 
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during the call. She claimed he was panting and remembered that “he got off on the pain of 
others.” According to both Kempton and Galperin this claim is false. The only pattern being 
repeated here was Elster’s completely outlandish claims.  
 
This is the first illustration of what we mean by bridging. For many people, including those 
who were directly involved in past events, the very existence of another scandal, regardless 
of its nuances, reinforced a false pattern. As a result, any inclination to clear up the details 
of the 2006 events was rendered less relevant and less interesting. These impacts reach 
forward in time as well. In 2016, when the old claims about Kabakov and Mitzner were 
recycled as if something new had happened, they too seemed more believable and less 
worthy of being engaged critically, simply because the apparent pattern looked like it was 
being repeated. This bridging effect is so powerful that the fact that the 2016 smear was 
built upon events that happened 35 years prior didn’t even seem to matter. The false pattern 
of abusive relationships appeared real—starting in 2006, it was if one could expect a 
scandal about Marc to unfold every five years. Smith said exactly this in a Facebook post in 
2016.  
 
The second illustration shows how bridging works in an alternate way. The events of 2011 
led some folks who initially supported Marc’s claims that the 2006 complaints are indeed 
false to eventually take part in the 2016 smear. Our case in point here involves author and 
blogger Joe Perez. Perez describes a positive relationship with Marc from 2011 through 
2015. They even spent over a year during that span of time in public collaboration. During 
that time, he “was on the lookout for signs of duplicity, deception, and potential abuse of 
myself or any associates.” He says he did not find anything that “set off alarm bells.”36 Until 
2016, that is, when he was inadvertently forwarded an email that contained the summary of 
an Integral Institute report that I had written and which was being circulated amongst CIW 
staff and board members.37  
 
This report summary contained a section on 2011. In it, Perez spotted what he initially took 
as a misleading statement. In his mind, the report denied that Baruch was a student. He 
righteously assumed his interpretation of was correct, so he leaked the report online and 
then emailed Marc, Wilber, and Kate Maloney, the co-executive director of CIW, to tell them 
that the Baruch omission was “intentionally misleading (i.e., lie).”38 He also emailed Marc 
directly outlining his concerns. Marc replied a day later explaining that this was simply an 
error and it would be corrected. Marc called me the same day. I updated the report 
summary and, since it had already been leaked, I made it publicly available on Marc’s site. 
Perez then published the email he sent Marc, and it was soon re-posted by Smith to a 
Facebook group that regularly “discussed” Marc. Perez then stepped away from Marc and 

 
36 Perez, J., 2016, An Apology To Tami Simon, http://themarcgafniinquiry.com/?p=801 
37 Fuhs, C., 2015, Summation of the 2008 Integral Institute Report, 
http://www.whoismarcgafni.com/2016/02/integral-institute-report-marc-gafni-conclusion-summary/ 
38 Perez, J, 2016, Emails to Ken Wilber and Marc Gafni 
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CIW and went on to publicly denounce Marc in an blog entitled An Apology as A Former 
Marc Gafni Defender”39 
 
It’s important to know that, by this time, Perez had met with Baruch and apologized to her in 
person. Just under a year later, this misleading statement had transformed into a 
pathological and nefarious lie. On March 16, 2017, Perez issued another apology. This time 
it was written to Tami Simon, and it published both on his personal blog and on the 
notorious 2016 smear site themarcgafniinquiry.com.40 He reflected on how he felt when 
initially reading the report summary a year earlier, “[Marc] was perpetrating a brilliant, risky 
fraud…I couldn’t stand for it.” However, immediately after he read it, he told Wilber why he 
leaked the report:  
 

“My motivations were complex, but my intuition strong. Earlier in the day Robb Smith 
posted on Facebook that Marc was a “pathological liar", Svengali creating massive 
delusion, and the "perpetrator of the greatest spiritual fraud that he'd ever seen -- 
and that the people who supported him belonged in jail". The public was rapidly 
coalescing against Marc AND everyone who supported him. Basically I felt the 
rational response to Massive Paranoia was Massive Transparency.41 

 
Fast forward to a year later. Compare this to how Perez describes his interpretation of 
encountering the error in his apology to Simon: 
 

“He lied to the document’s author about key details, denying for instance that he had 
been involved with one of his students, even though the fact that she was his student 
was not in denial at the time. In fact, he made a very public defense of spiritual 
teachers having relationships with students to the Integrales Forum. Nevertheless, 
what he previously admitted, he now lied about. Wouldn’t he know he would get 
caught? Not necessarily, if we think through the mind of a pathological liar.”42 

 
Was it a misleading statement or a bald-faced lie? Perez can’t consistently report how he 
interpreted the error. At first he shared the report to fight Smith’s pathological liar claims 
with transparency. Then, he was attacking Marc as a pathological liar, just as Smith had 
done. Everything about this is as confusing as Perez is complex and unintentionally 
bifurcated (read Wilber’s foreword to Perez’s first book, Soulfully Gay, for a sense of this).43  
 
Using his own logic (and a little of Occam's razor), his 2017 conclusion makes little sense. 
What is more likely? Marc is a pathological liar who didn't think he would get caught "lying" 
about something that both he and Baruch had already publicly admitted? Or Clint 
inadvertently left out the statement "Baruch was also Marc's student?” A statement that 

 
39 Perez, J., 2016, An Apology as A Former Marc Gafni Defender, http://joe-perez.com/archive/2016/04/28/an-
apology-as-a-former-marc-gafni-defender/ 
40 Perez, J., 2016, An Apology To Tami Simon, http://themarcgafniinquiry.com/?p=801 
41 Perez, J, 2016, Email to Ken Wilber 
42 Perez, J., 2016, An Apology To Tami Simon, http://themarcgafniinquiry.com/?p=801 
43 Perez, J, 2007, Soulfully Gay, Integral Books, Boston, MA 
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both Marc and Baruch had already publicly admitted and which was already known by 
every person who I thought would be reading this private, internal report summary. Had I 
known this summary would have been leaked or if the intention was ever to release it 
myself, I would have written it for public consumption, and I would have reviewed it to 
ensure clarity for an expanded audience. The truth of the matter here is that I made a 
mistake and Perez decided a year later to recast his prior interpretation of an omitted 
statement as evidence of a pathological lie. 
 
At first, I wanted to assume that Perez needing a smoking gun in order to justify—to himself 
and maybe to others—why he joined the 2016 smear and why he didn’t just apologize to 
Simon in a personal email. Then, Marc shared a string of emails sent to him by Perez around 
the time he leaked the report and it became apparent that Perez likely underwent a gradual 
process of fear turning in to demonization. In the email where Perez pointed out the report 
error, he says, “…I’ve got a book coming out in two months. People are unfriending me and 
openly attacking me too in vicious terms.” At first, he was fearful that his involvement in 
defending Marc would have a negative impact on his book, but, only a few days later, he 
emails Marc about a “small favor.” “There's no one else in the world I have who can help 
me, he says, “$5000 will do the trick…please send the money through PayPal…I know you 
will do this…” Once he removed himself from the fray, if even for only a few days, the fear 
subsided and small favors felt once again appropriate. Marc didn’t give him the money. Two 
months later, he sends another email reflecting on the 2016 smear and how the “noise 
seems to have dimmed from a public standpoint.” He then asks for a testimonial from an 
upcoming book. Marc didn’t provide one.  
 
We could write off the entire Perez story as simply motivated by fear (or maybe anger 
stemming for his unrequited defense of Marc), but that would deny the powerful bridging 
effect that the 2011 scandal had on people’s willingness to lend their voices to the 2016 
smear. In the first illustration, the creation of a false pattern lessened any future inclination to 
critically engage past or future allegations. In the second illustration, which takes Perez's 
story as one example amongst many, we see that personal involvement with the Marc or 
anyone of the of parties involved in the 2011 events has a related impact. It seems to 
increase the likelihood that hidden personal motivations (like those of Perez and Smith) 
override past beliefs and motivate future compensatory and demonizing actions. 
 
This is not to say that people can’t be wrong or change their minds about working with 
Marc. They can and they have. This is not betrayal, in and of itself; what often happens next 
is what we take issue with. When the reasons for ending a working relationship with Marc 
stem from a difficulty in reconciling past actions with current positions, people tend to 
fabricate public explanations that aim to make both past and present actions believable. 
These explanations tend to be demonizing, biased, and aggressive. They tend to look 
outward, attacking the “other" in an attempt to justify their actions. They tend not to look 
inward, toward more responsible and often simpler explanations for the very same actions. 
This is what we are holding folks like Perez (and to a large extent Smith and Zerner) to 
account for. It also brings together both illustrations of the bridging effect. The mere sense 
of a pattern, however false or difficult to substantiate, lessens the inclination toward 
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personal responsibility and increases the reliance on demonization. And, as we’ll see in the 
next chapter, this pattern becomes a legitimate trend.   
 


