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"This has haunted me for a quarter of a century," I said to my friends.  "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."


So begins an intellectual and spiritual odyssey to explore a deep and perplexing question, which might be posed:  if on one day the world seems beautiful, interesting, exciting, etc., and on another day it seems dull and boring and without beauty or charm, is one of these ways of looking at the world more valid, more true, more in touch with "reality" than the other, or is it just a matter of how one "feels," with no relation to validity or truth?  


In other words, is our experience of "meaningfulness" just a feeling state --so that nothing is really interesting or beautiful, etc?  Must we, as the famous line has it, regard beauty --and every other dimension of value-- as simply in the eye of the beholder?  Or do we --in our "experience of meaning"-- apprehend something about truth and reality?


This is a question with which my own daily experience has confronted me, as I’ve observed how my own shifts of psychological state –depending on such things as how well I’ve slept, or how much exercise I’ve had, or whether my head is sitting well on my neck—lead to corresponding shifts in how full or empty of meaning I experience the world as being. Over the years, I’ve found this instability in my “experience of meaning” profoundly unsettling, and the book begins by investigating the deeply human and philosophical stakes that have made this issue “haunting” for me.


But it is not I alone who have been haunted by this question of the standing of our experiences of meaning.  This same issue connects also to deep controversies in American society –and indeed in Western civilization—in our times.  Are judgments of value relative, arbitrary, merely subjective?  Or are values to be understood as absolute, not for us to invent but to discover?  


And the additional question remains at the center of the discussion:  how and where do we find meaning in our lives, i.e., how can we go about making our lives experientially rich.

The Experience of Meaning explores not only these questions but also the feelings surrounding them.  And it casts its exploration in the form of a fictional narrative.  

The introductory chapter tells the (fictional) story of my re-uniting with my three closest college buddies for a hike in the mountains of West Virginia, where I share with them something that’s been haunting me.  Through our interaction, this haunting question comes to life, and we begin to uncover some intriguing dimensions of what makes the uncertain standing of meaning so disturbing.  And the outcome of our day together is my decision to convene –via email-- a group of friends and colleagues to discuss “The Experience of Meaning,” both philosophically and personally.  

Then the remainder of the book consists of an ongoing (again, fictional) email conversation among these various participants.  Agreeing, disagreeing, building on each other’s ideas, telling about their own meaningful moments, the participants delve into a variety of the philosophical, psychological, evolutionary, theological, literary/aesthetic, and personal perspectives that help to illuminate "The Experience of Meaning."

