Chapter 1

Haunted:

A Specter Haunting My Worldview
An Undeciphered Question

"This has haunted me for a quarter of a century," I said.  "There's something in this business that lingers in my mind, popping up regularly in a menacing way.  And I'm not even clear exactly what it is."


My old college friends and I were having our annual lunch together at Coolfont, in Berkeley Springs, West Virginia, prior to our annual hike, and I had used a moment of silence after the dishes from our main course had been cleared to tell my three buddies about my experience that morning, an experience that was remarkable for how often I'd had its like, how regularly I felt disturbed by something about it, and how fuzzy-minded and inarticulate I felt about what it was that I found haunting.


I had awakened that morning long before I needed to.  A poor sleeper to begin with, I am especially likely to sleep poorly when I know there's a time by which my schedule will compel me to get out of bed, and when I am particularly desirous of going off into the day well rested.  Because of our annual get-together on this day, both of these conditions obtained, and I --the night owl-- was out of bed around dawn and never did get back to sleep.


As a result, I felt lousy.  This "lousy" felt less physical --though my skin felt on edge-- than in the realm of consciousness.  Everything felt flat and dull.  For weeks I had been looking forward to seeing Barry and Dan and Carl, * but now that the actual morning I'd be seeing them had arrived, as I prepared my hot-water thermos for the drive and my cold-water bottle for the hike, the prospect left me cold.  "So, I'll see my friends, big deal," was the way the event now seemed to me.  "What does it matter?  We'll spend time together, we'll say good-bye, we'll go back to our usual lives.  So what?"  That's how it felt.


That's how it generally feels when I've slept poorly.   Which is why I want so much to get a good night's sleep before a day when the potential value of feeling really alive to the day's events is especially great.  And I know from experience that a sleepless night will leave me deadened, unable to muster any richness of response to the opportunities the day will bring.


Yea, verily, as I wended my way toward our rendezvous, this dreaded feeling of responsive incapacity --this deadness-- was confirmed.


I noted it first as I was driving through a gap in the mountains, an area where several ridges terminate and two good-sized creeks converge with the Shenandoah River's North Fork.  It's one of the most wondrous spots near where I live, and especially inspiring when the weather is unsettled, as it was on this particular morning.  For some reason, when clouds are rolling through the region, the confluence of forces around this gap will conspire to array the mists in formations of particular beauty.  One peak may be all burdened with vapors, while another may be wearing its fog like a wraith around its middle, with the top showing out clearly silhouetted against the sky, and all the while a breeze might be blowing wisps along the surface of the river.  On this particular morning, all this cloud and fog did not amount to so dense a cover as to obscure completely the sunlight, with the result that there was a luminous glow illuminating the panorama, a quality of light reminiscent of the vibrant play of sun through fog some mornings near the Pacific along the California coast.  As some of the most spiritually meaningful events of my life had occurred in just such light, with the fog burning off the land, or rolling onto it, by the Pacific, the landscape I was now driving through offered to connect me with some deep and treasured memories.


Indeed, I did note the connection.  And I also saw the majesty of the present landscape around me.  But I remained unmoved.  I could see the beauty, but I could not register it.  My unreplenished nervous system seemed simply unable to experience the awe warranted by such beauty or the nostalgia offered by my recollections.  If I felt anything, it was a sense of frustration at not being able to feel more.


As I drove further on my way, the offerings of my car radio provided further demonstrations of my deadened ability to respond.  First, on WAZR --the Really Oldies station out of our nearby town of Woodstock, VA-- was playing Glenn Miller's "Moonlight Serenade," my favorite piece for slow-dancing because it puts me in a caressing sort of sentimental mood.  Not today.  I changed to the classical music coming out of the West Virginia Public Radio system, tuning in toward the end of the first movement of Bach's Concerto in D Major for two violins, which meant that the magnificent slow second movement was about to begin.  Incredible luck, one would think, getting my favorites on the radio like that.  But bitter luck, today, when even the Bach did not delight me.


By now I was on the very edge of the broadcast range of WAMU, the talk-oriented NPR station in Washington, D.C., so I decided to switch to ideas and information, hoping to find some life in that channel of my being.  Good topic-- the adversarial nature of the media and political culture of contemporary American culture-- a topic sometimes so interesting to me that I'd written about it myself.  But 'being interested,' like appreciating beauty and having one's heart moved by nostalgia, required something of me of which I seemed devoid on that day.  I could understand everything that was said, could see the patterns and connections among the ideas, but none of it meant much to me.  Intellectual matters being my long suit, I was able to engage a bit more satisfactorily with the discussion than I had with the music, so I stuck with it till the show was over, by which time I was only twenty minutes from Berkeley Springs, an interval I took in glum silence.


We four buddies were supposed to meet at Coolfont at 12:30, which was the earliest that Barry thought he could get there, having to come all the way from Pittsburgh.  My watch read 11:52 when I pulled into downtown Berkeley Springs.  My fatigue now had a slightly mellow feeling to it, which I knew from experience meant that it was now conceivable that I could get some genuine rest if I tried.  So I maneuvered to get my car heading southward on Route 522, going through the middle of town, so that I could park right alongside the green area where the town's famous Springs are located.  After turning off the car, I set my watch to beep at 12:20, leaned back my seat to make myself somewhat horizontal, and just let my mind and body relax to see if I could get at least a little "floaty" time to sand down the jagged edges of my nervous system.


After not much more than five minutes, I did indeed drift into some altered state of consciousness.  Not sleep exactly, but I'm sure the brain wave mix changed considerably.  I was aware, but in a hypnogogic, somewhat meditative state.  And it felt delicious.  Images and ideas danced together in my mind with feeling, imbuing each momentary element of my awareness with the glow of meaning.  The dance went on like this for probably only a handful of minutes, and then I started a gradual coming back up to waking consciousness, like an underwater swimmer allowing himself to float to the surface.


When I opened my eyes, I just lay there for a minute or two, breathing evenly, soaking in the newly won feeling of aliveness.  I raised my wrist to check the time, and saw that I still had twenty minutes until the appointed meeting, half of which, I decided, would be a good length of time, to walk around in the park-like area of the Springs and the Baths near my car.


It was a delightful place to be, just then, it seemed to me.  The creek running through the little square was burbling healthily, rain having fallen the night before.  The green of the trees and the grass seemed almost luminous.  The red brick hotel on the south flank of the area of the baths looked especially charming to me, and I took pleasure in sitting on one of the picnic tables taking in the whole gestalt of the place.  Then, upon reading the historical plaques on the spot, I found it fascinating to think how the springs on this spot had formed the nucleus of the pretty little town of Berkeley Springs that had grown up around it.  


By then it was time for me to get back to my car and drive the short distance up the hill and west to the Coolfont Resort to meet my friends.  


As I made this last little jog, I was struck by how much had changed since I drove into town just a half hour ago.  It was as if I was suddenly living on a different planet.  Beauty had returned to it.  The objects in it were suffused with an interesting history.  It was a planet where everything possessed meaning.  Or, if it wasn't a different planet, it was as though I were now a different creature.  Incapable not long before of responding to things as if they were meaningful, I was now alive again to their wonders.


This transformation was nothing new to me.  Since the 1970s, I'd repeatedly wondered about the way my experience of the world would shift along just such an axis of meaningfulness.  And it wasn't just a matter of sleep, though that was often a factor.  Sometimes it would seem to hinge on how well my head was fitting onto my neck;  sometimes the change of the seasons seemed a factor;  sometimes changes in the weather;  sometimes the reasons for the swings of my aliveness were wholly mysterious to me.  But for whatever reasons, the world seemed constantly in flux in this specific, quite vital dimension.


On some very special days, I would come upon something that seemed not only true but so importantly true that I would spend years of my life working in service to those truths.  Most of my days I dwelt in what most people would regard as a normal range of responsiveness:  things were interesting enough, but not stunningly so;  beauty appealed to me, but did not move me to tears;  things seemed important, but in a mundane sort of way.  And then there were the dead days, when my instrument seemed to register little of those dimensions that make anything matter.  Throughout this quarter century, this sort of spiritual vacillation, or whatever it should be called, was something by which I was intrigued.   No, not just "intrigued";  more like "unsettled."  


Something about these shifts, as I experienced them day to day, was for me both hard to ignore and hard to focus on.  I noted that there was some fear I experienced in connection with the whole experience;  maybe, I conjectured, my difficulty in focusing on the problem had to do with there being something scary about what these experiences were offering to reveal.  Now, as I pulled into the Coolfont parking lot, it occurred to me that perhaps "unsettled" was also not the right word.  Perhaps "haunted" was more like it.


Maybe it was the fact that I was about to gather with my three college buddies, whose companionship might fortify me for looking at something frightening.  But, for whatever reason, as I got out of my car I already sensed that it was on this occasion that, if I got the chance, I was going to try to break through on this issue that had so long lurked menacingly on the fringes of my consciousness.  Just what was it (I hoped they might help me uncover) in experiences like this morning's that was haunting me?


When I got out of the car, I saw that Dan and Carl were already there, tossing a tennis ball back and forth while waiting for the rest of us to show up.  Dan had driven in from the Philadelphia area and Carl from his farmhouse on the Potomac an hour downriver from Mt. Vernon.  I had joined in the game of catch for maybe five or six minutes when Barry drove in nonstop, as he quickly told us, all the way from Pittsburgh.  


Once Barry arrived, we resisted the temptation to make a four-way ballgame out of it, knowing that, as it was, we'd not have as much time for our hike as we might like before the October sun went down.  So the four of us went in to have our lunch, amid some small talk about which of us had gone to our class reunion at Harvard and which had not.  (Only Dan had gone.)

Three Ventured Answers

"I hope that you know that you're not unique in your experience of shifting moods, that everybody goes through this sort of thing, to a greater or lesser extent," Barry said immediately after I'd presented the fellows, as our lunch dishes were being cleared, with my experience of that morning and my long-standing and inarticulate sense of being haunted by something about it.  Barry's profession is that of a clinical psychologist, mostly engaged in private practice, spending his days listening to the experience, often quite painful, of a good many people.  He was somebody to whom I often was glad to turn, usually over the phone, when I wanted to explore something going on in the realm of human relationships.


"I think we can assume that Andy knows that," Dan interjected while I was searching for a way of clarifying what it was I was asking of them.  "What Andy's driving at, I take it, is something beyond his personal experience.  Something about what we philosophers call," Dan said with a tone of mock pontification, "the human condition."  At which he arched his eyebrows in my direction inquisitively.  Dan's position in the world is that of professor of philosophy.   For all his mocking tone, Dan was really pretty deep when it came to grappling with the human condition.


"And you say, Andy," Barry started again, without acknowledging Dan's remark in any direct way, while I nodded to Dan, "that part of the situation is that you don't entirely understand just what it is that this experience is conjuring up in your psyche that's unsettling to you?"  After I affirmed that this was indeed the case, saying that it was this lack of clarity that led me to bring this issue before them for his consideration, Barry went on.  "Is it, as I would imagine, mostly when you're in the deadened state that you have this uneasy feeling?"


"Yeah, but not only," I replied.  


"It's one of those 'When the clock strikes thirteen' kinds of things, I suppose," Carl declared in his Carl-like way.  He was referring to the line --well-established in our little four-person subculture-- that goes on to say, "one suspects not only the thirteenth ring but all those that have gone before."  "Or maybe I should say, it's one of those 'How you going to party in gay Paree after you've bought the farm' things."  Carl's a novelist, a person of impetuous imagination whose impatience with constraints ill-suited him for the demands that Harvard makes of undergraduates, with the result that he'd barely managed to graduate, and that only because his advisor in the English department had seen such creative talent in this non-scholar that he'd persuaded some highers-up that the university would one day be proud to claim Carl as its son, and thus to bend the structures a bit so his ill-confined spirit could make it through the system.  He's also the most physically adventurous one of our group, going in for things like sky-diving and whitewater rafting.


"Let's cut to the chase," Carl continued.  "You want to know what's haunting you, and I'm ready to tell you.  I'll give to you in one word.  No, it's not 'Plastics' time.  I've got another one.  It's the word that lies behind hauntings generally.  It's 'Death.'"  He stopped, leaned back from the table, arching his back a bit to accommodate placing his thumbs in the small of it, evidently rather pleased with himself.


"With Carl, you can certainly expect the unexpected," Dan commented, bemusedly.  "Where in the hell, in Andy's account, did you hear anything having to do with death?"


"Yeah, your interpretation seems like rather a leap to me, too," Barry added.


"Look, death is no small thing," Carl informed us, for some reason directing his comment primarily to Barry. I noted this and thought that old patterns, old rivalries, die hard.  "It nips at our heels in all sorts of ways.  We feel its teeth, and then when we turn around to catch a glimpse of it, it has scampered away.  But it leaves its tracks.  Tracks like the way Andy used words like feeling 'deadened,' and 'coming back to life.'  Seems to me that this Persephone-like coming and going is a kind of premonition of that final going that's not followed by any coming back."


Like Dan, I'd had as my first impulse to dismiss Carl's unexpected suggestion.  But his calling attention to my language had given me pause, and then his use of the phrase "Persephone-like" had put some claws on those pause.  I recalled that I'd used the image of Persephone in a book I'd written in the early nineties that grew out of my experience of a period of several years where the "deadened' state had seemed to settle in and dominate my life.  In the Greek myth of Persephone, after all, it is the king of the Underworld, of the realm of the dead, who carries off the girl.  


"Your wild shot may have struck at least a part of the target, Carl," I said.  "I remember using that image of Persephone when I wrote about at least one element of my experience of a deadness of the spirit.  And come to think of it, another pertinent image comes to my mind from that same book.  I talked about how, in that deadened state, I'd feel unmoved looking over the magnificent view we have of woods and mountains.  About how that beautiful view was worth nothing.  And I likened that experience to serving the finest banquet to a dead man propped up at the table.  It doesn't make the least bit of difference, I said, how fabulous the feast is if the recipient cannot take it in, cannot savor it."


"Yes, I read that book of yours," Carl rejoined.  "And if I'm not mistaken, the title of that book was Living Posthumously."  Carl lingered over the word "posthumously," milking it for all its deathly implications, and then looked over at Barry with an expression of satisfaction.


"Good for you, Carl," Barry acknowledged.  "You shoot from the hip, but it's always a lesson to me to see how, despite your lack of caution, your ratio of kills to collateral damage is not so bad."  Barry is a generous fellow, never one to keep score, or at least determined not to get drawn into Carl's way of construing the game. Maybe that's why Carl always chooses to duel with Barry, I thought.  "In my profession," Barry went on, "the costs of going off half-cocked are a whole lot more than in yours, I guess, and so I've become rather cautious about the interpretation business."


"I have a bit more to say along the lines of Carl's 'Death" hypothesis," I said at that point.  "Upon reflection, I do recall that at least some of the time that I'm feeling haunted, thoughts about mortality do seem to figure in.  But I feel impelled to say that these thoughts do not reflect so much a fear of death itself, but something else.  It's something about this mortal stuff I seem to be made of.  Not so much the fact that some day I'll no longer be as something about what it is that this experience shows about what I already am."


"Interesting," Barry mused.  "That connects with the interpretation --well, an idea, a hypothesis-- that sprang to my mind when you were describing this whole business.   With your permission, Andy --with the understanding that this is just something of mine that came up while you were talking-- perhaps I could venture this idea."  And Barry looked over to me for a green light, or some other color.  


With my face, I gave him as green a light as I knew how to convey.  I recollected how special it felt for me to gather with these fellows, why it is that we go to some lengths each year to celebrate our old buddyhood.


"What came to my mind," Barry resumed, "is how disturbing I sometimes find it to think that we are --all of us, by our nature-- these things of flesh and blood, made of stuff, as you put it, Andy.  Yes, we have thoughts and feelings.  We have this capacity to imagine, to be aware, to experience from the inside.  We possess this godlike gift, celebrated of philosophers," he looked over at Dan at this point, "of reason.  We conjure up whole images of the universe in our minds.  But at some fundamental level, all of this is an outgrowth of stuff, a by-product of the material of which we are constituted.  


"We feel that we should-- no, let me correct myself.  I feel that I should be something more than just a conscious machine.  But here we are, presented all the time with evidence, that there's nothing about us that's separable from our physical bodies.  Give somebody Prozac, and even the capacities we call spiritual may shift.  Cause a lesion somewhere in the brain, and even fundamental aspects of the personality may be forever altered.


"It's something that I see all the time in my profession-- somewhat in my private practice, even more in my work with the hospitalized patients.  And I must say, this haunts me.  I'm haunted by the disjuncture between my experience of myself as a conscious being -- with an experiential realm from the inside, with whole panoramas of the outside world imaged in my awareness-- and my knowledge of myself as a body, constituted of groceries.  Put together first with groceries my mother ate after my conception, and built up subsequently of the substances I've ingested since my birth.  There's a part of me that just can't get over it.  Like it's not right.  Like it doesn't make sense.  Like I must be more than that, or like I'm supposed to be more than that.  


"Where, in this world of Alzheimer's and neurotransmitters, can there be that famous 'immortal soul'?


"Let me restate something I said", Barry continued.  "It is not just my knowledge of the ultimate materiality of my being that I can't quite accept.  It's my experience of it.  Much of the time, this experience is vicarious:  I go through it with my patients, for whom often the tie-in of consciousness with things like brain chemistry can be quite an ordeal.  But sometimes I have some experiences of it myself, and I do find it unsettling. 


"This experience troubles me, and it seems that you, Andy, may be more than usually prone to the kind of experiences that bring this strange aspect of our existence into focus.  You don't have any sort of bipolar disorder, I think I know you well enough to say," Barry continued.  "But your nervous system may be more than usually sensitive to disturbing influences, like the weather or the light, or bodily stresses.  (Or perhaps you're just more tuned in than most of us to the usual vicissitudes of consciousness.)  But however it is that you are led to attend, more than most of us, to how consciousness is a function of the body, it's easy for me to imagine that this disturbing reality of our existence is what's haunting you.   At least, had I been the one telling your story, that is what I imagine the haunting might be about.


"So perhaps what lies behind this 'haunting' you feel," Barry concluded, with a playful twinkle in his eyes, "is a kind of 'ghost in the machine' problem."


"What say you, Andy," Dan asked, "is Barry on the right track?"


Before I could reply to Dan's question, Carl broke through with something that had just leapt onto his mental screen.  "Right!  And the reason that it's so upsetting that our consciousness is a by-product of our flesh is that our flesh is so vulnerable.  Our thoughts are in these neurons firing away just behind our eyeballs, inside this casement of bone we call our craniums.  Protected, but so imperfectly!  If our flesh were permanent, if it were not subject to change, it wouldn't be any problem that we're just thinking globs of flesh and bone.  But here we are, everything about us is so damned contingent!  Even if we don't smash our heads on the windshield" --at this point I thought of Carl's sky-diving sorts of hobbies-- "even if the chemistry in our skulls doesn't get fouled up, our essential being --our souls-- are inextricably embedded in this stuff that's going to rot, and that's subject to decay even while we're alive."


"That may be part of it, Carl," Barry said a bit huffily, apparently drawn at last into combat by Carl's appropriating and bending an idea of Barry's to buttress his own. "But there's a vital element in what I was saying that isn't just about the contingency of the flesh, or its mortality.  I was also talking about the strangeness of the very notion of, as you put it, our souls being bound up in---"


"Just a second, you guys," Dan interrupted.  "Before you two settle that score, I'd like to go back to my question to Andy about whether this idea about the mind being a function of the body is on the right track."


"Yes, I resonated a lot with what Barry was saying," I replied, seeing that Carl and Barry had deferred to Dan's question of me.  "And I also liked that phrase that Carl brought in.  'So contingent!'  What the hell am I, I wonder uneasily, that my consciousness can be colored so strongly by something so mechanical, so downright material, as whether I stumble over a curb and throw my neck out of whack?  I'm not just talking about whether I'm comfortable or not, with that neck.  What bothers my sense of myself is that the coloring of my world changes.


"Like I'm driving on my way to the radio station, to do my show, and my neck is out.  And I'm feeling, 'How can I do the show?  The questions that I've advertised for discussion today, the ones that were so interesting, they're boring now.  I can't even imagine a stimulating show, can't even envision myself really engaged, can't remember why I thought doing my kind of talk radio might be a nifty thing to do.  And I'm driving along, massaging along my vertebrae, and stretching across my shoulderblades, and generally trying to relieve this 'merely physical' pinch I'm feeling.  And suddenly 'Click!'-- the neck bones fall into place-- and a couple of minutes later I discover myself excited again about those fascinating issues I'll be discussing on the radio.  And soon nifty new ideas about the topic are bubbling up.


"And I look at all that and I wonder, 'What kind of creature am I, that my soul --or whatever-- comes and goes according to how well my bones are stacked?'"


The check had come, we'd each plunked down some cash, and when the change came we divvied it up, left our tip and headed out to Carl's SUV to make the short drive to the head of the trail we'd chosen for the occasion.  


"Glad we've cleared up that little mystery of yours, Andy," Carl declared in a jolly voice as he started up the Cherokee.  Dan was watching me with a studied eye, however, and he said, "I think we've hit his submarine, guys, but I'm not sure we've touched his battleship."  Everybody chuckled at this reference to the game of 'Battleship' with which we'd sometimes amused ourselves long ago in the dorm when we wanted to rest our weary gray cells, and then Dan asked, "Right?"


"Yeah," I replied, "this business is hard to get a clear handle on.  Over the years, I've gone through some of this sort of thing on my own, getting little glimpses of things here and there, and then I'm not even sure what I've seen.  Sort of like the other day when I was driving on my ridge and this huge bird that I thought might be a great horned owl sailed across the road only a bit higher than a car, and I watched it flap and sail into the woods and then, even while it seemed that I was looking at it, it just disappeared.  Not landed, not gone behind trees, but just seemed to vanish.  Of course, I probably blinked or something, but it seemed like some movie and not like real life.  Anyway, that's how it is with this haunting business.  


"In other words, yes, Dan, I think you're right.  It seems to have something to do with the contingency of the flesh.  But I don't think that's the heart of it."


There was some silence then, and besides we were pulling up to the trailhead.  And I felt some need to reassure my friends, not wanting them to feel like somehow they'd failed me.  "But really, I'm quite grateful to you guys for digging into this with me.  It's been very interesting.  And helpful."


We were into our hike when Dan asked me if I was still up for pursuing my inquiry further.  "Sure I am," I said, "but I don't want to impose my little life issues on the gang, or get in the way of anybody's enjoying our hike."  Barry and Carl both declared the exploration of considerable interest to them, a fitting accompaniment to an exploratory walk in the mountains.  "This is the kind of juicy B.S. I look forward to every year," was Carl's way of reassuring me that he was all for letting Dan take the conversation wherever it was that he had in mind.


"Let's do a bit of a thought experiment," Dan began.  "Imagine that you've drunk from the Fountain of Youth, and have the gift of eternal life.  OK?  Now, imagine that everything else you've reported remains unchanged.  Are you still haunted?"


"Yup," I responded, after only a few seconds' thought.


"All right.  Next, imagine that an Angel of the Lord has descended and told you that this business about the mind and the spirit being a function of the body is nonsense.  You do have a soul, as our religions say, that has an existence separate from the material.  (Or perhaps it is a Cartesian Angel who persuades you utterly that your mind and your body are two wholly separate aspects of your being, and never the twain shall meet.)  And imagine that otherwise all that you've reported remains true.  Well, except that instead of these changes in your consciousness taking place because your neck is out of whack, or back into whack, or because you've slept badly, or well, these changes happen for 'purely spiritual' reasons, whatever that may mean.  Maybe Divine Grace comes and goes, and with it the quality of your awareness changes.  Or perhaps you are alternately influenced by the curses and blessings that were heaped upon you at your birth by fairy queens, as in the Sleeping Beauty story.  But the changes in consciousness are still there, and still feel the same.


"Now," Dan came in for the closer, "would there be anything left in this business to haunt you?"


This time it took me a while to conduct the thought experiment.  The guys waited, but I kept pondering.  After a few minutes, I told the fellows to ignore me while I worked my imagination into Dan's hypothetical question, and to underscore that permission, I dropped back, letting them get a fifty foot lead on me.  While they were chatting amiably among themselves, I continued to wrap my mind around this new world Dan had offered me --with consciousness being governed by wholly spiritual rather than material forces-- and, once there, to imagine what it would be like for me in terms of the haunting.


I almost stumbled upon them, so preoccupied had I become, and so busy looking at my feet among the rocks and roots on the trail, that I had not noticed that they'd sat down for a water break.  When I looked up at them, feeling great fondness for all three of these faces that I'd watched age for some thirty-five years, I smiled.


"Yes!" said I.


"And do you know what it is?"  asked Dan.


"Maybe I've got a glimmer.  But you've got a hunch, don't you, you old philosopher?  I'd like to hear it."


"You are most magnanimous," said Dan, making a courtly bow, or as much of one as he could while sitting on the ground with his back against a tree.  


"Something you said when you presented this 'haunting' problem seems to offer a possible clue."  At this point Dan had risen to his feet, and began pacing back and forth across the trail.  My friend Sherlock, I thought.  "It caught my attention right away, but it took me rather a while to sift it for its import.


"You said --and this quote is just approximate, of course-- 'On different occasions I can see and understand the same reality.  But on some occasions, these realities have meaning, and sometimes they don't.'"  I could hear Dan providing distinct emphasis on the crucial words so that we would be able to see the clues as he did, and now he paused to allow us Dr. Watsons to ponder the possible solution to the mystery to which the clues pointed.


"Now I know you pretty well, Andy.  From bull-sessions in Stoughton when we were freshmen till today, and I've even read your books (at least most of them).  I know you to have a passion for the truth, and 'truth' not just in a dispassionate scientific way, but in a way that directly informs --even inflames-- our lives.  When your writing is at its best --its most powerful-- your voice is prophetic.  There's a 'Thus saith the Lord' quality to it.  'Look at this reality,' you say to the reader, 'and see how important it is.  Recognize what is sacred here.  Follow the path of truth and righteousness.'  (It's really very sweet," Dan intimated in an altogether lighter tone, "especially in an era in which most philosophers are playing dry games with analytical propositions.)


"You're not an absolutist in the narrow sense, that is, not in the 'Here's the one and only right way' sense.  But you are certainly not a relativist.  You don't go for 'The truth is whatever you want to make of it' when it comes to questions of value and meaning.  When you wrote that little passage about 'Bach and Beyond,' for example, you didn't just say 'I really dig Bach.'  You said, in effect, 'Bach's music is really great.'  Oh yes.  I remember the line about the moment --when you were fifteen-- when you really understood what Bach was doing:  'Suddenly, there stood Bach, like some huge organ pipe with a bit of the cosmic wind streaming through, singing.'  The 'cosmic wind,' you said."


Dan paused here and looked over at me to see, I thought, if I saw where he was going.  I don't think I could yet have articulated the rest of the case he was making, but something in me was confirming that he was onto something, or so I interpreted the fact that my arms were all a-bristle with gooseflesh, as though a bit of the cosmic wind had blown across me, perhaps with a bit of a chill to it.


"So when I hear you now speaking of 'reality' on the one hand and of 'meaning' as something wholly separate, I can understand how you might be troubled.  There's a specter haunting your worldview, and it's the specter of--- What would we call it?  Meaninglessness?  Well, the loss of meaning of that form, anyway, that's near and dear to you and your view of life.  Real.  Undeniable.  With objective standing."


Dan stopped now, finished with his presentation of the case.


Nobody said anything for a minute, while I took in what he had said.


"Gentlemen," I said, shortly, in warm and hospitable tones, "welcome aboard my haunted Battleship."

The Removable Garment

The shadows of the mountains to our west were already lengthening considerably, so we knew that it wasn't long before we'd better be back at the Cherokee, thence to return to Coolfont and our respective vehicles and to depart to our respective homes.  But we were none of us eager for our expedition to end and so, perched high on a rocky overlook, we agreed that it wasn't necessary to be back to the trailhead at exactly sundown, so long as we weren't still on the trail when it got really dark.


Several hours had passed since Dan had "hit my battleship," identifying what seemed a vital aspect of what I found haunting about the ways the changes in my state of consciousness altered my experience of meaning in the world.  At my insistence, we had not spent much more time on that issue in the ensuing hours.  I felt sheepish about having my concerns dominate our scarce time together.  So I assured my pals that I was fine left to stew on my own about that issue for a while, saying that I was sure that they had important matters --personal and/or intellectual-- that they'd hoped to have us explore together.  


And sure enough, there was no shortage of subjects ripe for discussion.  There was Barry's "small discontent" with his marriage, with the spark having subsided after so many years together.  Should he expect it to be otherwise?  Had he somehow failed to outgrow some adolescent fantasies?  And Dan wondered out loud about how one was to deal with the reality that one was already far enough along in one's career that one could see both the extent and the limits of one's accomplishments coming into focus.  (Carl had supplied the comforting assurance that whether one was a transcendent genius or a hack, one ended up dead, and that the four of us were, in any event, more than half way to that destination.)  And eventually, Carl shared a vulnerable place in his life:  he felt that over the past ten or fifteen years he had been approaching asymptotically the limits of his ability to imagine really new worlds into existence.  He could continue to create as a novelist, as vigorously as ever, he said, but he felt like a wanderer in an Einsteinian universe, infinite but bounded.  The boundaries being the finiteness of what he was.  "Even a genius like Dostoyevski could not have written Thomas Mann's novels, or Proust's;  and everything Mozart wrote was clearly stamped with the character of the era into which he just happened to be born," was one way Carl had of conveying his sense of limits, with his chafing at those limits left at least somewhat implicit.


Our worries and frustrations had come first, it seemed.  And then the way was cleared for us to go on to happier things.  For a good while, we talked about our deep satisfactions with the experience of fatherhood, talked about the growing personhood of our various children.  That is, three of us did.  Carl had never married (though relationships with women had certainly played a vital role in his life), and he'd had no children.  When Barry encouraged Carl to tell us about his place on the Potomac --all of whose present structures he'd built with his own hands-- it was as though Carl then completed our cycle of paternal tales.


In the meanwhile, over the hours, in the interstices of our various conversations, when the only sounds were the tromping of our feet on the ground and the knocking of acorns and the like that we'd occasionally throw at targets in the woods as we walked, I reflected on what my friends had proposed as the possibly haunting truths my experience had disclosed to me.


Mostly, I thought about Dan's suggestion about meaning and my fear of its loss.  I found that my mental files contained a considerable assortment of fragmentary ideas on this theme.  The question of meaning --and possible meaninglessness-- had been, I could see, a preoccupation of mine, although generally kept off to the periphery of my consciousness.  Dan's way of making it explicit, combined with my goose-pimply reaction to it, now encouraged me to bring it from the wings to center stage of my thinking.


In the course of these reflections, I also recollected bits and pieces of thought and feeling that substantiated the proposals of Carl and Barry, their suggestion that my experience also put me in touch with my temporariness and with the fact of my consciousness apparently being a function of my impermanent and unstable flesh.  Putting these "submarines" of the fleet together with what I'd intuitively identified as the "Battleship" in my fleet of haunting feelings, I saw that they had something essential in common:  a scary sense of there being nothing solid --nothing firm and fixed-- at the core of my existence.  At certain instants, I could really get it how disturbing a picture these elements combined to make.


But of all this, I'd not said anything in these hours of our hiking.


Now, as we drank the last gulps from our water bottles, Barry turned to me to say that he, for one, would like to hear more about what was going on with me in the wake of Dan's suggestion that perhaps it was my experience of the precariousness of meaning that had been haunting me.  The other guys also were up for a return to that question and, frankly, I was pleased that Barry had brought it back up.  Over the hours, a desire had started welling up in me to try to express, especially to these long-time friends, some thoughts and images about this matter that were now coalescing.


I began by confirming the value of all three of their proposed answers to my haunting question, and by articulating that sense of the essential element --the lack of anything solid-- that was common to them all.  Then I turned my attention specifically to that question of meaning.



"What's coming into focus for me is that evident separability Dan mentioned between 'reality' and 'meaning.'  Between the world out there, by which I mean all those things that we attribute meaningfulness to.  And the meaningfulness itself, the qualities like wonderfulness and interestingness and beauty and goodness (as well as evil and ugliness and so forth) that we find in the stuff of the world, of our lives.


"That's what my experience, my shifting states, has brought home to me.  That these dimensions are separable.  Going back and forth along a wide stretch of the spectrum of responsiveness, as I've done, I've found it increasingly inescapable to ask myself just what meaning is, what kind of standing meaning has."


"You say you've found it inescapable," Dan broke in here, "but isn't that sense of being haunted a by-product of your not really being willing to confront the apparent implications of your own experience?"


"Maybe that's it," I replied.  "You were right, Dan, about this discovery --no, I prefer your phrase, these 'apparent implications' -- being threatening to some cherished dimensions of my belief system.  So maybe that's why it has been a haunting, instead of a productive encounter.  (Though that really seems out of character too," I interrupted myself parenthetically, starting to wonder if Dan was right after all about its being my effort to escape a discomfiting truth that was the source of my "haunted" feeling.  "I've made a career out of looking at painful and discomfiting truths.)


"Certainly, a part of me feels really disturbed to discover --or to be compelled to consider-- that all these meanings I attribute to things are like removable garments, not part of the things themselves.  Sometimes the world appears to me cloaked in these splendiferous garments.  But then I am faced with the repeated perception of the world -- seeing it apparently with great clarity and complexity-- stripped of meaning.  Reality, it would seem, but in its naked state.  (Or, if not naked, since I'm never wholly dead to meaning, at least threadbare.)   'No,' I feel pushed to acknowledge, 'the world isn't interesting;  it's just that I'm sometimes interested in it.  No, the world isn't wondrous;  I just sometimes experience wonder when I behold it.'  


"I don't like thinking that way, thinking of world as being intrinsically devoid of meaning.  I am reluctant to let go of the idea that these dimensions of coloration, of value, that we see in the world are really a vital and intrinsic part of the world itself.  I want to believe --and in my gut I still also do believe-- that this sunset we're watching is really beautiful, that the unfolding tale of humankind living on this planet is truly fascinating, that the curving lines of a shapely woman are absolutely gorgeous and sexy."


"So what if those 'dimensions of coloration' aren't aspects of the world at all?"  Carl asked.  "So what if all those goodies that we see in the world only appear to be there because we've stuck those coloring filters on the lenses we're looking through?  What does it matter if it is all projection?  What does it matter?"


I looked at Carl, standing now in front of me, burly, I thought at that moment, like the remnant trunk of some old tree, branches now gone, a home now to owls and squirrels, not sorry to be what it was instead of what it used to be.  My feelings were impelling me toward answering his challenge without delay, but whatever that part of me is that doesn't like to speak before I have something adequate to say made me hesitate.  I saw that Dan was ready to speak, but was holding himself back, understanding that it was more important that I take a shot at it.  He must be awfully good, I thought, with his students in the classroom.


"It feels important, Carl," I said at last, "and I have some trust in that.  Since I have some experience in seeing the world naked of the stuff that makes it meaningful, it seems like it would be a bleak and desolate thing to believe that the world were really so devoid of meaning.  How can one feel at home in such a place?  It's enough to make one long for a cosmos defined by some Almighty with His diktats-- 'This is good, this is an abomination.'"


"You've got your bleak moments, Schmookler," Carl replied, "but you've also got your rich ones.  Who cares if there's some God who thinks that this sunset before us is beautiful.  Just see it, and experience the beauty!"


"Maybe, Carl, yours is the voice of wisdom.  But if all our values are just 'in the eye of the beholder,' what does that mean?  That they're just a matter of opinion?  That they're arbitrary?  If I think that some grove of redwood trees is sacred, and someone else wants to clear-cut them because he sees them as just so many picnic tables that can make him rich, what are we to make of --or do with-- our differences?  Or, perhaps more to the point of my discomfort, what am I supposed to do with my belief that 'the grove is sacred'?  Reframe the proposition to some mere statement about me and my feelings?"


Carl just shrugged and walked over to sit again on the rock on which he'd been encamped moments before.  I looked over at Dan as if to ask, "Right?" in response to which he said, simply, "No small matter, certainly." 

"So, Andy, what are you going to do with this?" Barry asked, after a brief interval of silence had elapsed.  "Now that the issue has come into clearer focus for you, what happens now?"


"What is that saying, 'If what you've got is a hammer, everything looks like a nail'?  I'll tell you what I'm going to do with this 'experience of meaning' business.  I'm going to study it, explore it, get as clear as I can about it.  And of course, I'll write a book about it!"


The guys laughed.


I asked my friends if they'd be up for participating in this exploration via email.  My dawning intention, I said, which had taken form during our hike, was to recruit a variety of people from my diverse acquaintanceship to discuss some of the issues pertinent to these matters-- either a multiplicity of one-to-one exchanges or a kind of collective forum for conversation.  According to this plan, I'll put out to these folks a concise, carefully formulated presentation of this "problem of the removable garment," I continued, inviting them to comment on that problem, if they had the time and inclination, in whatever way they wished.  "However it might seem most meaningful to them to do so," I quipped.


In recent years, I went on, to explain my approach, interactive exchange had become my preferred mode for the pursuit of understanding, and I found my email conversations (as well as my radio-show discussions) at least as valuable an input to my creative process as my more long-standing practice of raiding the library on each new field I investigated and reading what other minds had put onto paper.  


So, would you like to play with me in this email process, I asked my friends, adding that I really wanted for it to be easy for them to say no if that was their preference.


Barry and Dan enlisted with great alacrity, both of them now quickly turning to discuss just what the parameters of the book might be.  



Barry started talking about how the issue of the experience of meaning bore crucially on some of the important psychological and spiritual issues of our contemporary civilization.  He brought up Viktor Frankl and his logotherapy (asking me if I'd read Man's Search for Meaning, and whether I was familiar with his thesis that the need for meaning, and the challenge of supplying it to one's life, lies at the heart of most of the problems that bring people into a psychotherapist's office).  He hoped that my exploration would help people become more aware of the paths to meaningfulness in their lives.


"I hope you'll delve deeply into where it is in their lives," Barry concluded, "that people find meaning, and the means they use to get there."


At which Dan averred that to him the essence of the issue was more specifically philosophical, though he certainly could see how it connected with many of people's deeper emotional and spiritual needs and the difficulties that many in the modern world face in trying to get them met.  ("Philosophical," he asserted parenthetically, but with some force, didn't mean it was just some irrelevant headtrip.  "The power of ideas to shape our lives," Dan said, rising as if to a podium, "is almost universally underestimated-- especially in America.  Ideas organize a great deal of how we conduct our lives, individually and collectively," Dan declared, "and so if we could lay better intellectual foundations for the structures we live in and by, our lives and societies would work altogether much better.")  


And then Dan said that my inquiry went right to the heart of the whole crisis of value --what (if anything) is "the good," how is it to be known, how can it be rescued from the swamps of relativism and mere preference?-- that had beset the Western mind since at least the 18th century.  When the ancient structures of faith began to collapse, a quite fundamental set of problems arose, one to which --Dan continued-- I had now found my way, but one also that great thinkers since the time of Hume and Kant---


At this Carl sprang to his feet, seizing the stage to declare, "Maybe I ain't philosophical enough in my thinking.  But if this book of yours, Andy, just sticks with these issues and puzzles and conundrums, I'm not going to be one of your readers on this round.  Maybe this 'relativism' business matters, and maybe it doesn't.  Maybe it's important to figure out what's 'objective' and what's ‘merely subjective.'  I'll let the likes of Dan grapple with those things.


"I don't care how many philosophers might prove that nothing is really meaningful.  I bet some smart guy could prove that there's no way that the universe could exist.  I mean, how could something ever come out of nothing?  How could time ever either start or have always been?  Ergo, the universe is impossible and we can't be here.  But however impossible it may be, logically, there's one problem with the proof:  here we are!


"The same with meaning.  To hell with that 'specter of meaninglessness' bit.  The bedrock truth of the matter is this:  we do experience meaning.  Life is rich with meaning.  The realm of our experience is studded with jewels brilliant with the stuff --treasures beyond Indiana Jones' imagining  No matter what standing we decide to assign to it, there it is-- the stuff of our lives.  And the range of various qualities of experiential meaning-- well, it's practically infinite!"


At this point, up through the scrub of brambles and wild blueberry bushes beneath us suddenly appeared a longish snout flanked by a pair of very bright eyes and followed shortly thereafter by a red tail of luxuriant bushiness.  When the fox had looked at us for ten or fifteen seconds intently but without concern, he turned onto a deer trail to his left and sauntered away.


"If you ask me," Barry then commented, "that fellow was too clever by half."


"Anyway," Carl resumed.  "If you do this book, Schmookler, I hope that you don't just delve into this matter of meaning as if it were just some logical puzzle.  I hope you also get your hands into the juicy core fact:  that life offers us a bonanza of possibilities for meaning of all kinds, that our lives are (or can be) a rich tapestry.  That what makes life rich and worthwhile are the many ways that the equivalent of foxes dart out of the equivalent of bushes.


"I hope you celebrate that reality you know from the inside --the one that makes you so hungry to come back to life when you've lost it-- the reality that makes our lives worth living:  namely, that the experience of meaning is a fact!"


At this point, the three of them started disputing with one another just what was worth exploring on this subject of meaning.   I took some comfort from their all apparently sharing the feeling that something vital lay on the other side of the doorway to which my experience had brought me.  But just what kind of book should emerge out of my exploration of meaning-- on that there seemed to be three different opinions.


Dan seemed to have the clearest concept, but neither of the other fellows accepted it, at least not altogether.  Barry challenged Dan on the way he seemed to be regarding moral judgments as being as grounded in "feeling" as other dimensions of meaningfulness, like "interesting" and "exciting" and "lovable."  


But, it was between Dan and Carl that the difference in views seemed most intense.  Did it really matter what kind of "standing" we gave our experiences of meaning, whether beauty, for example, was just in the eye of the beholder?  Was it important to sort out what was "objective" and what "subjective" in our ways of regarding the world?  Did subjective reactions fall outside of the purview of judgments of "true or false" or "valid or invalid," and were they dismissable by people who did not share them as merely "idiosyncratic" or "arbitrary"?  


To Dan --just as Dan had said of me-- it was important that our ways of valuing have some real standing.  To Carl, it mattered not:  “What else could meaning be but our own reactions to things?” Carl demanded.  "How could anything be interesting, for example, except to someone who is interested?" he challenged Dan.  "On a dead planet, how could anything be meaningful?"


Following this dispute, I suddenly had a realization.


"Hey guys, may I break in?" I asked and, upon getting permission, I continued:  "About why this stuff has 'haunted' me, another piece just came to me.  What you guys are doing mirrors something in my own experience with this business, over the years.  When the problem of this removable garment sneaks up on me, I --like Dan-- sense it to be important and troubling.   But when I turn to confront the thing, I look at it and --like Carl-- I wonder, 'So what's the problem?'  At the moment of contact, I find myself puzzled about what this big confrontation is really about.  'What else did you expect meaning to be?' I ask myself.  'What else could it be?'  


"This connects with my being haunted, I think.  It's not because --or at least not just because-- I've been trying to avoid the confrontation, as you proposed.  It's the slipperiness of the confrontation when it happens.  It's the way everything seems to be in order, when I look at it.  But then when I turn around again, it's as though there are rats scurrying behind me."


After I'd unburdened myself of that emergent piece of the puzzle, the appetite for disputation seemed to have dissipated.  Something struck Dan as funny and, upon hearing his chuckle, I asked him what it was.  "I was just thinking of you as being a bit of a one-man band, the 'music' in your case being the world of philosophy.  That's a realm in which though the individual voices speak with conviction and certainty, the collective voice of the field expresses considerable confusion.  Can't agree on what's a problem.  What's self-evident to one is dubious to another."


"If Dan's going to welcome you to the world of philosophy," Barry said, "let me welcome you to the world of depth psychology.  It's a world where the feelings --the passions-- reign, and where one learns how limited is the power of reason to transform whatever wells up spontaneously from the heart into something that, according to logic, 'makes more sense.'  In the realm of the passions, one learns how close to irrelevant it can be what one 'should' feel."


This time it was Carl who laughed.  It wasn't necessary to ask him to explain.  "Is Sleeping Beauty getting to be a motif here?  Listen to us!  Each of the fairy godmothers bestowing her blessing on the newborn project?  


"Well, let me welcome you to the world of the narrative," Carl went on.  "It's a world in which meaning unfolds from some place beyond strict plan, or even conscious control.  The characters take on a life of their own, whether they're 'real' or not.  The story is like life itself:  it has to be lived."


That was about it. It was time for us to get back while we could still see the ground on which we were placing our steps, so we left that outlook point and clambered back the last third of a mile or so, leaving behind that topic of conversation, except for some musings about that "Sleeping Beauty motif," Dan claiming that it was just coincidence that it had come up twice, Barry suggesting that perhaps it connected with the way some aspects of my awareness were prone to falling under a spell of sleep.


Soon, as the four of us piled into Carl's Jeep, he turned to me and said, "Yeah, deal me in on that email business, too."


An Initial Framework of Inquiry

On my drive home, I started composing in my mind the email I'd be sending out on the following day to get my exploration rolling.  To the two or three dozen people around the country to whom I could turn with such an inquiry, I would find a concise way of inviting them into a conversation about "The Experience of Meaning."


First I'd express my hope that they'd be interested in joining with me in a process of inquiry that would be helpful to me in a new project of mine, and by saying that if they were not they could either tell me and I'd not send them any other such mailings, or they could do nothing, and I'd remove them from the mailings after a brief while.


Then I'd begin my presentation with a brief but vivid description of my experience of the coming and going of meaningfulness.   Since I didn't know for sure what the direction (or directions) and scope of the exploration should be --and the conversation with my buddies had impressed upon me how open I should be to a diversity of possibilities-- I felt intuitively that the safest and most honest introduction to my questions was to begin with where I began.  Whatever course of investigation would fulfill the impetus behind my inquiry would surely connect with that experience of mine, with my experience of meaning's seeming like a removable garment, separable from the reality "out there."


After describing this experience of this removable garment, I would, as my first proposed entryway for them into the conversation, raise the questions about the standing of our experience of meaning.  "If on one occasion one experiences the world as meaningful, on another occasion as meaningless, and on a third, as having a different kind of meaning than on the first, are there any criteria by which we can say one is superior to another?  Can we evaluate different attributions of meaning --interesting or boring, beautiful or ugly, wonderful or terrible, etc.-- as having more or less truth or validity?  


"Or do we turn to some criterion other than validity on which to base a preference for one way of experiencing the world over another?  Are we to choose one response over another on the basis of the consequences of the various attributions of meaning, i.e. according to the effects --on the welfare of the world-- of the different ways of experiencing meaning?  Are we wisest to just choose those meanings that give us the most pleasure?  Or is there some other way of thinking about the 'standing' of our responses and judgments in the realm of meaning?"


That, I figured, ought to open the way to the arenas of inquiry that Dan (and I) thought pertinent.


A second assortment of questions, I thought, could open the way to the kind of celebratory approach Carl (and was Barry here, too?) had asked for.  I would invite people to testify about whatever experiences of meaning in their own lives had felt important to them, to tell the stories of those moments (or more than moments) that made their own lives feel most meaningful.  My reason for doing so, I realized, was not because Carl had implored me to but because I felt viscerally that this was the way for me to keep in touch with the real vitality of the subject.  All this arose for me only ("only") because of my craving for meaningfulness, my desire to hold onto meaning and to enshrine it at the core of my experience of, and view of, the world.  I'd come to love meaning the way only a Persephone could love the sunlight, as one who could not take it for granted.  And perhaps, I now felt, my holding before my eyes those human experiences richest in meaning would help me strengthen my own lamentably interruptable connection with meaning, with my own soul.

              So I would ask people:  "Please describe any experiences of yours that you would include among the 'Meaningful Moments' of your life.  By this, I mean times when you felt especially strongly, or intensely, or vividly, how important something is to you, or how exciting or beautiful or terrible or wonderful or good or evil you regard something as being.  I'd be interested in hearing any experience you'd care to share that helps illuminate for you what 'meaningful' means to you."


As I considered that last sentence, with its open-endedness, I recollected that final part of that conversation among the four of us, in which it had become clear just how little consensus there was about what directions were most important to explore, what questions were worth pursuing.  My views on this also remained up in the air.  Accordingly, I thought I'd close my emailing with an invitation to the recipients to give me any feedback they felt moved to give about this undertaking as I had presented it.  


"This whole subject," I would say at the end of my message of inquiry, "is not easy for me to wrap my mind around, and I'm still trying to find my way.  So please feel free to offer any thoughts you might have --including critical comments, if you are so moved-- about ways I am or am not on the right track."


In the morning, I typed up this message, with its three gateways into conversation with me about "The Experience of Meaning," and sent it off to slightly fewer than three dozen people I knew around the country.

* All characters are fictional, and all of the characters' statements are composed by the author, unless otherwise indicated by footnotes.  





