Chapter 5

Speak to Me

Assembling the Big Meaning


Meanwhile, even while the discussion of "The Experiential Constellation" was ongoing, another line of conversation had been launched.  This one dealt with that other point of Martin's, asserting that all meanings that people experience are part of a larger objective truth.  The first response to this point came from Dan.


"I wonder, Martin, if you mean to claim what your words seem to suggest," Dan began.  "Do you really mean that every single way any person experiences meaning in something provides us with a piece of some Larger Truth?  I can understand the possible appeal of such a position.  If that's true, then we can claim validity for all of our 'felt experiences.'  Nothing that is important to us --our sense of what is beautiful, or what is vitally significant, or what is good, etc.-- has to be relegated to the category of 'just our feelings.'  But, regardless of the appeal of such a belief, can it really be sustained?  


"Let's consider, for example, Theresa's story about finding her parents' wedding portrait amid the rubble in the aftermath of the tornado.  I'll grant that most of us would find her story --with its account of how she contacted the meaningfulness of that picture within her emotional world-- comprehensible, perhaps even moving.  Most of us can understand how someone in her position could feel the way she does.  But is not the meaning she finds in that picture hers alone?  Are you really going to claim that Theresa's meaning is part of some big, objective Meaning in the Sky?  DAN"


"I recognize that I've gone out on a limb, here," Martin replied, "and that maybe I'll end up wanting to climb back off of it.  And I think you are right in your sense that I have a hankering to find some 'big, objective Meaning in the Sky.'  But I'm ready to try defending my proposition; and just because I hanker for some Big Meaning doesn't prove that it isn't there.


"Yes, let us take Theresa's story.  The question is:  what is the meaning of the picture?  You, I gather, want to say that such a question, asked in those terms, has no real answer.  You'd say that it had lots of meaning to Theresa, because of her specific connections with the people in the picture.  But, you seem to be suggesting, the portrait would not mean anything to the rest of us; Theresa's meaning is somehow enclosed in her own private --idiosyncratic-- membrane of personal experiences.


"Here's how I'd respond to that.  Imagine that someone other than Theresa comes across this landscape strewn with the debris of houses scattered by a tornado.  Let's say it's a woman, a stranger to the place, and she stoops down and picks up a doll.  She doesn't know exactly what that doll might have meant to some little kid, but she knows what a doll is and why kids want them and how they use them in their lives.  So she gets a glimpse of what that doll means, and what it means that it has become a piece of debris.  It's the same way that you and I can see a picture with bodies strewn on a battlefield, and know the meaning of that scene, even if we are not part of the weeping-and-wailing families of the bereaved.


"Likewise, now, when our woman-among-the-debris comes upon the wedding picture of Theresa's parents.  She doesn't experience what Theresa does.  And it is true that it cannot be assumed that she'll experience anything.  But if we imagine her to be open-hearted, and to have the basic knowledge to apprehend what is before her, then she will get a glimpse of the meanings that Theresa experiences so much more fully.  She'll see from the style of the picture, and the fading tones, that this is a portrait of a young couple that is young no longer, quite likely alive no longer.  She'll understand that it is a wedding picture, and that this marriage quite likely gave rise to children.  She'll thus understand something of how this picture is a piece of the human saga, and one that probably is both biologically and emotionally quite central to some particular people who are closest to that part of the saga, i.e. the couple's children.  And by virtue of these understandings, she'll experience at least a shadow of the same meanings that Theresa does.  


"And, finally, I would argue that both of these women's reactions constitute a part of the total picture of what it is that the photo-portrait 'means,' in an objective sense.  It's like a temperature gradient graph around a hot springs.  Or maybe a more apt analogy would be a seismic graph of an earthquake.  At the core of the hot springs, or at the epicenter of the earthquake, the action is most intense.  In the outlying areas, the temperature of the groundwater is still warm but not so hot, the vibrations of the earth still register but at a lower level.  And it is the adding of all these points that, together, comprise an ever-fuller understanding of the real and objective reality-- a reality that, in the case of the picture, comprises the complete meaning of the object.  MARTIN."


"Excellent rejoinder," Dan wrote back.  "Not, of course, that this can really salvage your proposition in its original unbounded form, or that your idea will even prove defensible.  But you answered my opening move well.  


"Let's turn from Theresa's picture to Diane Ackerman's rapturously being transported by those eucalyptus leaves sniffed in downtown Manhattan.  The question I'd like to ask you is this:  is there any 'real' connection between the eucalyptus and the rapture?  DAN"


"I don't know about you," Martin replied, "but I've spent time among the Eucalyptus trees along the California coast, and I have no trouble whatever understanding Ms. Ackerman's rapture.  It's a wonderful smell-- penetrating and soothing and slightly out-of-this world.  I trip out on it, too.  MARTIN."


"So, is it because you agree with Diane Ackerman that you think her way of finding meaning in the smell of those leaves captures a part of the objective reality?  In her account, she presents the rapture as growing out of her association of that smell with a time of serenity and beauty.  Butterflies and riverbeds, in her account.  But what if, amid a grove of eucalyptus, instead of having had such a sweet moment, she'd been raped?  What, then, would be the meaning she'd attach to the smell?  DAN"


It was Mike rather than Martin who posted next.  "Excellent move, yourself, Dan," wrote Mike.  "I was hoping someone would find an apt way to undercut this wishful effort to enshrine our personal reactions as some part of God's Greater Truth.  Martin's version of it may be better than Ken's in that, at least, he's not constructing some Absolute Authority to dictate what the Big Meaning is.  But it still seems that he wants to make value into something objective, something over and above our own little selves and our subjective ways of feeling about things.  I think that your rape-among-the-eucalyptus move shows the sandy foundation under this shrine of his to our ability to feel our way to some objective truth.


"I'd been thinking of making a similar move, in fact.  I recalled that Ackerman, in that same chapter on smell, tells about an historical 'experience of meaning' that provides another example of idiosyncratic associative links.  'Throughout his adult life,' Ackerman writes, 'Charles Dickens claimed that a mere whiff of the type of paste used to fasten labels to bottles would bring back with unbearable force all the anguish of his earliest years, when bankruptcy had driven his father to abandon him in a hellish warehouse where they made such bottles.'  
  So, is the glue itself full of anguish, as Martin's assertion would seem to require him to argue, or is this just an idiosyncratic associative link that tells us nothing about the objective reality?  MIKE"


"I figured I'd have to back down some from my unmodified assertion," Martin shortly answered.  "But I do not surrender altogether.


"In the first place, the example of Dickens that Mike provides does not challenge me as much as the hypothetical Dan asked about rape among the eucalyptus.  To Mike I'd respond that yes, I would say that Dickens' anguish is indeed part of the objective meaning of the glue.  Just like part of the meaning of buying sneakers made by exploited workers is that one is supporting injustice.  Dickens associated that glue with anguish because of the dismal conditions in which the stuff was produced.  His anguish was like the heat near the core of the hot springs, and if other people couldn't smell the anguish, it was because their picture was incomplete or their hearts were closed.


"But I don't have so good an answer for the kind of associative link of feeling that could develop out of what would seem to be sheer happenstance, like how the meaning of the eucalyptus scent would depend upon what meaningful event had once occurred in its presence.  I do recognize that, depending on chance, one might experience ecstasy or terror in such a place, and I don't know how to reconcile that with my thesis.  I suppose that I could say that both represent aspects of what it means to be alive on this earth --parts of the full spectrum of what a landscape can mean, from making love with joy to being raped brutally-- but I think that would be a pretty flabby argument.


"I think there's a line to draw somewhere here, but I'm not ready yet to say just where it is.  MARTIN"


Mike wrote quick note saying that he doubted that, when it comes to the experience of "meaningfulness," as opposed to simple factual statements, there was any line to be drawn, that as far he could see all of our experiences of that sort belonged on the same side of the line that Martin was evidently willing to concede the rape-in-the-eucalyptus belonged.  But a couple of more supportive messages addressing Martin's dilemma came shortly thereafter. 


In one of these, Herman came forward to offer what he thought might provide some basis for conceiving what that boundary line that Martin had mentioned might divide.  "There are several domains in operation here," Herman began.  "Between the reaction of Dickens to the glue and the hypothetical rape victim's reaction to the eucalyptus, there is --in psychological terms-- no difference:  traumatic experience creates an associative link that imbues a particular smell with great experiential meaning.  Martin treats the two instances differently, rather, because of a difference in another realm besides the psychological:  in Dickens' case, Martin is suggesting, the causal connection is part of a vaster pattern of relationships, and therefore the psychological association is not idiosyncratic; in the case of the rape victim, by contrast, the association is presumed to be the result of more or less random and unique circumstances.  So Martin is, implicitly, directing us to attend to the difference between two kinds of phenomena in the objective world:  in that world --out there-- there are both regular patterns and there are occurrences of a basically random nature.  That's an important distinction, but it's not the one I want to address.


"What I'd like to propose is a way of seeing how such a distinction between larger patterns and randomness can be made also in the psychological realm.  A classic psychological formulation of this can be found in the case of Pavlov and his famous salivating dogs.  The hungry dog salivates --by virtue of its inherent nature-- in the presence of food.  This is an unconditioned response.  By repeatedly accompanying feeding with the sound of a bell, Pavlov then taught the dogs to salivate at the bell's ringing.  This was a conditioned response.  One might say that the unconditioned response to food reflects the objective reality that the food itself means that the dog has an opportunity to get nourishment.  The food really does mean what the dog's response says it means.  But the conditioned response to the bell is a random connection:  it is not an inherent part of the meaning of the sound of a bell that food will soon be present.  It's like the happenstance that eucalyptus was present in that hypothetical rape.


"Actually, come to think of it, a connection between those two realms --which I said I was going to keep distinct-- now becomes visible.  The dog's salivating in response to food represents an evolutionary adaptation to an important regularity --a pattern-- in the organism-environment relationship over eons:  raw meat means it's time to eat.  The bell would not ordinarily result in salivation --unless chance, or the machinations of the experimenter, established this otherwise meaningless connection-- because there is no such pattern in the evolutionary history that shaped the dog's nature.  HERMAN"


Immediately James jumped in, leading me to note how these two men, who hadn't even known each other just days before, seemed to be working together happily as a tandem team.  "What Herman writes about conditioned and unconditioned responses parallels nicely something else in Johnston's Why We Feel [mentioned before].  Johnston differentiates an inner loop of emotional patterns that are inherent in the creature from an outer loop that needs to be learned.  He argues that this outer loop affords an organism an expanded capacity for flexibility, useful in an environment that changes.  In other words, if one is trying to survive in a world where eucalyptus groves have become dangerous, even if they were not so during the time of one's ancestors, it could be important to be able to make the connection between the smell and the danger.  In other words, we are built to make strong associative links of meaning, based on our experience, because even though our experience may have a random element, and those connections may be idiosyncratic and meaningless, they also may not be random and objectively meaningless.  (The eucalyptus grove may have become –in one’s own era—a place where the rapists hang out.) And better safe than sorry.


"So it is that a person who has once become sick on a particular food will likely for ever find that food repugnant.  That might well be an unnecessary, and meaningless, sense of repugnance-- if, for example, it just happened to be the food that you ate as you were coming down with influenza.  But it also might be that this food is inherently toxic, or tends to be contaminated in your time and place, and you are safer to have a red flag come up in response to it even if your ancestors did not pass down to you any inborn tendency to reject that food.  JAMES"

Messages from Beyond Ourselves?


"These explorations of how our inborn tendencies and our learned responses may relate to the question of meaning are interesting," wrote Barry.  "But, if I may, I'd like to return to Martin's original assertion, and more particularly to what I sense to be the underlying impetus behind it.  I'm imagining, Martin, that what's most at stake for you in arguing for the idea of our experiences being valid, and helping to comprise some picture of Big Meaning that's objectively part of what we apprehend, is to protect the 'standing' of such experiences of meaning as you described yourself having in Golden Gate Park.  In other words, what matters most to you here is that when you sensed yourself apprehending something fundamentally true and meaningful about our nature, you wanted that to be more than 'just your feeling.'  Am I right?  BARRY"


"You read me right, for the most part," Martin replied.  "Not completely though, as I do really have some visceral and passionate desire to be able to establish that something about our moment-to-moment sense of meaningfulness is connected with an objective reality beyond our feelings.


"But you are right:  the biggest stake I have in this issue is that certain core moments of realization --like my Golden Gate Park epiphany-- not be invalidated.  And by invalidated, I don't mean that the flat proposition be shown to be false, but that the felt sense of that truth being of fundamental importance be dismissed as ‘just my feeling.’  I'm not worried, in other words, about some creationist coming forward and saying that I am mistaken about how many generations of that family's ancestors walked on this planet, living off the fruit of the earth, surviving to pass along their genetic design to one generation of children after another.  What would feel like a loss to me would be for that electric feeling that accompanied my way of seeing the creatureliness of that family to be to be something that's just mine, just about me, and not a signal of my having struck into one of the electrified acupuncture points of the cosmos.  MARTIN"


I found Martin's open-hearted declaration quite interesting, and I found it moving as well, perhaps because I have allowed my own creative life to be guided by a similar sense of where the truth becomes electric.  Martin's use of the acupuncture analogy also seemed apt.  An acupuncturist I've worked with has said more than once how she can feel a kind of "zap" impulse in the needle when she's inserted it in precisely the right place.  So I understood Martin's saying that he wanted to believe that the highly charged feeling he experienced at certain moments of insight was not just a function of his mental fingers wielding his mental needle, but was rather a clue to the objective nature of the cosmic body he was seeking to understand.


It seemed that I was not the only one in whom Martin's most recent statement produced a response, for within a couple of hours of his posting, two other people came forward to share "Meaningful Moments" they related to Martin's.


The first of these was from Adam [fn to Alan Weisman, his call and his book, providing the basis for the story], a writer with whom I'd only recently re-established contact after we had been colleagues --and he had been my yoga instructor-- when we both taught at Prescott College in Arizona.


"Martin had his moment of epiphany.  I had mine.  Mine was perhaps more personal --a bit closer to Theresa's finding the portrait of her family-- but in some ways, Martin's and mine were akin:  they both have to do with origins, with roots.


"This happened a couple of years ago when I was traveling in Israel.  It was my first trip to the country.  I'm a Jew, and you might think it would be perfectly natural for me to have some kind of meaningful experience of the land there.  But what happened took me rather completely by surprise.


"When I say that I'm a Jew, I'm really referring to my ancestry.  I've not regarded my Jewish background as all that important to my identity.  I've generally thought of myself as an American, maybe as a citizen of the world, a member of the human race.  In religious terms, I've found more that's meaningful to me in some of the Eastern traditions than in the faith of my fathers.


"But here I was in Israel anyway.  After traveling all over the world, and reaching the age of half a century, why not visit Israel also?  One afternoon I was on a promontory, high above the Negev desert, overlooking an area in the distance, but still clearly visible, where an archaeological dig was underway.  And something that, in my experience, was quite extraordinary began to stir within me.


"Now, the place was quite beautiful.  But I've been in a lot of beautiful places.  The archaeological excavations under way were certainly fascinating to me to witness.  But I've visited a lot of archaeological sites-- of the Anasasi in Arizona, the Incas in Machu Pichu, and lots of others.  Nowhere else have I felt so moved, so changed, as I felt by what I realized at that moment in Israel.


"I'm a writer, but words fail me.  I can articulate the content of my realization:  this is where my roots are, I realized; out there is where the bones of my ancestors are buried;  I am connected with this place.  What I cannot articulate is the profundity of those notions at that moment when I got it that they are both true and vitally important.  The land seemed to be calling out to me.  What I took in carried with it a feeling of rootedness --of belonging at some deep level to a place-- that I'd never experienced before.


"It was really a big deal.  And, like Martin, I don't think that the highly charged nature of the experience was 'just my feelings.'  ADAM."


The other personal account that came in at this point was from Walt.  [fn to Ken Mayers, upon whose story this slightly fictionalized account is based.]  Walt and his wife, Betty, had been my friends for almost thirty years, since we'd met at a conference held by the Danforth Foundation when that outfit was helping both Walt and me survive our graduate student years.  He'd become a professor in political science, but had left academia to work in the digital corporate world, putting his good nature and his inventive and open mind to work in helping clients to restructure themselves the better to meet their organizational needs.  But now he'd left that world, too, as he and Betty decided to make a new beginning in the Santa Fe area.


"It was only yesterday morning that I had what I can unhesitatingly call a 'meaningful moment.'  We're building our house now on our site near Santa Fe.  While it's being built, we're living in a rental.  Meanwhile, we got a dog-- it was not an opportune time, but this particular dog (his name is Toby) was one we didn't want to pass up, and now was when he needed a home.  Anyway, our nightmare of a landlady would not budge on the question of our having pets.  We tried to make her an offer she couldn't refuse.  We promised that the dog would never set foot in the house.  That we would keep it under constant supervision.  That I would sleep in a tent with it. And we even offered an extra $200 rent.  In short, she could do us a favor at virtually no risk to herself (indeed, with some profit), when denying the request would cause considerable pain and inconvenience for us.  She turned us down flat.  All of which is to introduce the fact that for the next three weeks, I'm living with the dog out in the brush on the lot where our house is going up.


"Perhaps the landlady is a blessing in disguise, because without her intransigence I'd not have had the experience of yesterday morning, as Toby and I huddled together in the cool air of dawn as the rocks gradually regained their redness out of the black of night.  In the west, the brilliance of Venus was gradually overtaken by the mounting glow of the sun rising in the east.  The palos verdes trees near us turned from silhouettes into three-dimensional green figures.   The swallows began their darting and peeping along the canyon wall that began to get golden in the sun before the morning sunbeams reached Toby and me.  And Toby scoured the landscape with his eyes, like the noble beast he is, giving assurance that if anything needed tending on our behalf he'd be on the job.  


"Like some other people here who have found words inadequate to convey the full meaningfulness of a particular poignant or revelatory moment, I despair of communicating what it was that I got just then.  Nonetheless, there was a sentence that formulated itself and accompanied the moment.  It was:  'This is the way the world is supposed to be.'  


"And I believe it is.  The feeling was really quite palpable.  WALT"


Just as it seemed that Adam and Walt had given their stories in support of Martin's expression of hope that the feeling of meaningfulness accompanying his own electric realization was not just subjective, but was rather a clue that one had struck into a nodule of meaningfulness embedded in the world, so now it seemed that these new stories had roused some people from what appeared at the moment to be 'the other side' to take a whack at what they took to be the “projection” and “objectification” of mere subjective feeling.


The first such countermove came from Louis.  The first remarkable thing about Louis is that I didn't have a clue about who he was.  One thing for sure: he wasn't someone I had chosen for inclusion in this discussion.  "How are we supposed to take this statement of yours, Walt, that 'This is the way the world is supposed to be'?  Your locution --declaring the feeling quite palpable-- suggests that you are claiming that the feeling was out there, available for palpation, like the intestines of the world a good doctor might assess with his hands.  Is this what you are claiming?  Or are you simply saying something on the order of, 'Gee, I really like the scene here'?  LOUIS"


At virtually the same time, Mike addressed a challenge to Adam about his account of his discovery of his roots in Israel.  "You say, Adam, that your realization of your ancestral connection with that land is both true and important.  I can understand having such a feeling.  But you go on to say that you believe that the 'highly charged nature' of your experience was more than just your feelings.  And I'm not sure just what you're claiming --or suggesting-- when you say that. 


"It seems that a clue in your account, however, lies in your statement that 'The land seemed to be calling out to me.'  So I guess one clarifying question I might ask you is this:  do you think that in what happened to you on that promontory overlooking the site where, as you believe, your ancestors' bones are buried, it was you putting your feelings into what you knew about the whole situation, or do you believe that it was you picking up on a message that, in some way, was being sent your way from some kind of 'out there' connected with the land of your fathers?  MIKE."


While there was no response forthcoming from Walt to Louis's question of him, Adam rather quickly posted a one-word reply to Mike.  "Both."


When I saw that, I knew that, in terms of the issue at stake, Adam's apparently even-handed response amounted, effectively, to his taking a controversial, and somewhat daring position.  And it was on such terms that Mike received it.


"It's hard for me to conceive," Mike wrote, "how you might be imagining the land --or anything else out there-- sending you a message telling you that something in your connection with the place is both true and vitally important.  Can you clarify this for me, please?  MIKE."


Along with a quick message from Adam conceding that "there's nothing of which my own rather secular and mundane philosophy has dreamt that can provide an answer to your question," there came at this point a message from Melinda, who'd not previously entered into this conversation.  


Melinda is an African-American woman whom I'd come to know through phone and email after she'd called me after one of my radio shows to introduce herself.  Her subsequent occasional calls to the show always revealed her to have a caring and gentle spirit about her.  As a professor on the faculty of a nearby university, she also had a good mind.  With all those ingredients, I thought she might be both interested in this discussion I was convening on the subject of meaning, and a valuable contributor to it.  [fn:  to Cheryl Talley, upon whose call to the show this slightly fictionalized account is based, or maybe not, as Cheryl denies ever having told me such a story.]


"You invited us, Andy, to share moments in which we contacted something meaningful.  And, as I recall, one of your ways of putting it referred to moments when things we already know are really brought home to us in a deeper way.  I'd like to tell about such a moment for me.  As you'll see, while I share Martin's and Adam's sense of receiving something from beyond myself that brought with it the impact of meaningfulness, I'm not operating in a worldview, as they apparently are, that makes such a notion so difficult to account for.  Indeed, the idea that we have meaning being broadcast in our direction all the time, if we will but tune into it, is quite central to my sense of what we are and what we're doing here.


"Anyway, to my story.


"It was some years ago, in the early 1980s, and I had traveled to Louisiana to participate in a convocation that had been organized by my church.  I was in a gathering of perhaps seventy-five people, and we had come together to pray.  At one point in our little service, a Vietnamese man went to the front to offer a prayer.  It was the Lord's Prayer, which of course we all knew, but this young man --I'd already met him, and knew that he'd come here recently as one of the Boat People of recent times-- spoke the prayer in his own language, Vietnamese.  As I sat there listening to him, suddenly it came to me with great force that shook me, that moved me to tears:  that God was listening to his prayer, offered in Vietnamese, just the same as he would to any of the rest of us praying in English; that indeed it was true as it says in the Scriptures that God hears all peoples.  


"And it just seemed to me so beautiful, so utterly simple and yet mind-blowingly deep-- that to God we are all His children, that the barriers so many of us experience as dividing us do not matter at all in the view of the Almighty.  And my heart opening up to realize that truth --that I'd 'known' for years, but never really known in this deep way until that moment-- led me suddenly to see all of humanity more the way God does, in our full brotherhood and sisterhood.   And though a lot of years have passed since then, and although the tears of joy and love of that afternoon have dried and the feeling of being shaken to my spiritual foundations has calmed, I still --as a vital residue of that moment-- see our humanity that way far more than I did before then.


"It's a moment when the Holy Spirit touched my heart and changed me.  MELINDA"

All in the Response


The next couple of messages returned to Adam's experience of how the land of Israel, containing the bones of his ancestors, called out to him about his roots.


"I'm imagining," Carrey began the note he dropped next onto the group, "that it was essential to Adam's epiphany that he knew it was the land of Israel, and that he was of Jewish ancestry.  I'll go beyond that:  it was not only necessary, it would have been sufficient.  What I'm imagining is that if we'd somehow engineered for Adam to be on some promontory in some strange land --maybe one of those Spanish or Moroccan landscapes that Hollywood has chosen over the years for filming biblical epics, or maybe on the site of one of those Anasasi ruins that he'd explored in his previous years as an explorer of the earth-- but that he believed himself to be in the land of Israel, he would have been just as likely to have had his great realization about his roots.  (Like, did it matter for Columbus's experience of landing in "India" that, when he landed on the shores of the New World, he was half a globe away from where he thought he was?)  CARREY"


The other message in this pair came in from Leo, a professor of Comparative Literature at one of the lesser, but still fine, Ivy League universities.  When I first sent out my inquiry to the group, Leo had been one of the people whose response I most looked forward to hearing.  His mind had always shown itself to be so imaginative, so adept at bringing things together into creative collages of ideas, I was eager to see what he'd come up with.  But now, when his message came in, I found that I had forgotten completely about him-- I hadn't been wondering where he was, but rather he'd strangely disappeared from my mental map altogether.  Why was that, I wondered.  Anyway, here he was now.


"That question asked around Adam's experience in Israel --was it the land speaking to him, or was it he somehow putting out into the land something that was within him?-- reminds me of a school of thought in literary studies.  This school of thought --called "Reader-Response" criticism-- emphasizes the indispensable role of the reader in creating the meaning of any literary text.


"Illustrative of this approach, here are a couple of comments by one of its prominent practitioners, Jane P. Tompkins.  A poem, she says, 'cannot be understood apart from its results.'   And she goes on to say that the meaning of a poem 'has no effective existence outside of its realization in the mind of a reader.' 
 


"As with the poem, I'm suggesting, so also with the world:  it stands there as a text into which we instill meaning according to the responses it elicits in us.  It's part of that post-modern realization that the world in itself is a neutral place, barren of meaning or value until we, in our responses to it, infuse those dimensions into it.   LEO"


"I like that," Carrey replied quite soon thereafter.  "The world is this neutral --i.e. meaningless-- thing out there into which we project our own response.  Your comments, Leo, brought to my mind a passage from I.A. Richards, which I've now gone to my shelf to confirm.  Richards is discussing our attribution of beauty to some objects in our world, and he calls attention to the fallacy we commit in regarding the objects themselves as possessing the attribute.  'What we ought to say,' Richards writes, 'is that they cause effects in us of one kind or another.'  And then he goes on to observe how prone we are to 'the fallacy of "projecting" the effect and making it a quality of its cause.'  



"The world as text.  It's but a blank screen onto which we project our own stuff.  CARREY."


Two intriguing responses followed upon this, each of them, in different ways, turning this notion around.


"I can dig this idea of the world as text," Sylvia wrote.  "But I'm not sure that it washes just the way you're suggesting, Carrey.  The poem may not complete its meaning till some reader experiences it.  But the poem still speaks.  The reader's response to a sonnet of Shakespeare's isn't the same as to Eliot's 'Wasteland.' 


"I'd say that our experience of the world requires us to put something into the picture for meaning to be born.  But at the same time what we're doing is completing what there was already embedded in the text, awaiting our completion.  It's like what Virginia Woolf said of the writings of Jane Austen:  'Jane Austen is thus a mistress of much deeper emotion than appears upon the surface.  She stimulates us to supply what is not there. What she offers is, apparently, a trifle, yet is composed of something that expands in the reader's mind and endows with the most enduring form of life scenes which are outwardly trivial.'  
  


"We help in the creation of the meaningfulness of the world, but we don't do it out of nowhere.  SYLVIA"


"The idea of the world as text is intriguing," wrote my minister friend Ken next, "but it carries with it implications beyond what Leo and Carrey, at least, seem to imagine.  These implications come closer to the surface in what Sylvia brings in, but she, too, seems not to have followed out the logic of her own example.


"The essence of my point is this:  behind the idea of a text lies implied the idea of an author.


"It may be that the purpose of the poem is not completed until there are readers who read and respond to it.  But even before there is a reader, there is a poet.  And within the poet, there is presumably an experience of meaning that the poem is composed to transmit from one consciousness to another.


"So also in Sylvia's quote about Jane Austen's writing.  'She stimulates us to supply what is not there,' is one sentence in that passage.  And the 'not there' aspect of the quotation is the one you of a 'post-modern' disposition apparently want to emphasize.  But the prior sentence undermines that interpretation, because it identifies this author as 'a mistress of much deeper emotion than appears upon the surface.'  So, it is 'not there' only in the sense that it is not on 'the surface.'  That the rich infusion of value and passion that, Virginia Woolf is claiming, 'expands' in the mind of the reader was part of the understanding and intention of the author, and not just an invention of the reader, is clearly implied in that quotation.


"Likewise, I suggest, when we behold the world as text.  You who have claimed that God is demonstrably irrelevant to the question of meaning, on a purely logical basis, answer me this:  what if the world is indeed a text, and what if that text does indeed have an Author?  If He exists, might not His intention, His consciousness, His execution of a degree of craft far beyond the genius of any merely human creator, have some profound bearing on what are the true meanings to be found in this world we are trying to read?  KEN"


Ackerman, Diane, Natural History of the Senses, p. 17-18.
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