Chapter 11

Meaning and Its Problems

Seeing Dan's message at the end of that thread of our conversation reminded me that I'd been thinking of checking in with him back channel.  In some ways, since the birth of this project to explore meaning back at Berkeley Springs, I'd felt that Dan was a kind of guardian angel (or fairy godmother, or something) to me in this undertaking.  It was clear from the outset that he understood in some deep way --both personal and philosophical-- what I was grappling with in my sense of being “haunted.”  And so now, when an important question about this project had ripened in my mind, it seemed natural and right to turn to Dan for counsel.


"Dear Dan," I wrote in this back channel communication, "Always good to see you back in the discussion.  Your contributions always add something that enriches the soup.  But my reason for writing is not to butter you up, but to ask you a more meaty question.  (And I hope you don't mind the mixing of the butter and the meat, unkosher though it may be.)  


"I've found this whole forum-discussion extremely thought-provoking.  As I compile these exchanges, I find that I can go back over them more than once and find new wrinkles that had escaped me the first time, new lines of thought that I can explore on my own, junctures that could open into whole books in themselves.  I'm really pleased with the richness of the discussion.


"What's occurred to me is that perhaps the 'book project' I had intended this forum to help stimulate me to write might perhaps already be writing itself.  So, to come to my question for you:  what would you think of a book that would be, in essence, a transcription of these postings from the gang?  (Of course, I'd get permission, give credit, split the proceeds, or whatever an honorable way of doing it would be.  That's not what I'm asking about.)  I don't know if your feelings about the unfolding of this conversation are as enthusiastic as mine, so I guess that would be one question.  But I can imagine that even if you share that enthusiasm, you might still not see the unfolding of these exchanges as comprising a worthy book.


"So, whaddyathink?  ANDY"

Ways of Slaking Thirst


When I sent this message out, a message came in through the forum from Tom, my friend who runs river trips on the Colorado and who'd first written to us about the sunny disposition of his Aunt Polly.


"For reasons I couldn't explain," Tom began, "the recent threads of our discussion here have brought to my mind a 'meaningful moment' of my own.  Or maybe, instead, I should describe it as something I've experienced that seems to me connected with meaning.  Anyway, I thought I'd share it in case there was some good reason it's been coming to my mind.


"Working as I do out in the Grand Canyon a good part of the year --rafting plenty, and also hiking a good bit-- I know a lot about thirst.  Since I'm an experienced outdoorsmen, I don't generally get caught without water, so I've had only a few excruciating encounters with the really parched condition where thirst becomes serious, potentially a life-and-death matter, where the lips dry out and split, and so forth.  But in the Arizona sun, even a couple of hours between drinks can bring one into a place where the body really cries out for water in a not-so-casual way.


"It's the experience of drinking water that I've been thinking about. 


"Now, how to put this?


"What has struck me is that the simple act of drinking a cup of water can happen in at least a couple very different ways.  The difference might not be the least bit visible to someone looking from the outside.  The witness might see, in either scenario, a guy raising a metal cup to his mouth and pouring down, say eight to twelve ounces of water.  But from having been the guy quaffing the liquid, I know that the same process can represent very different experiences.  And that difference can make all the difference.  Well, maybe not all the difference, since the body gets hydrated either way.


"Here's the difference I have in mind.  I sit down and a minute later the water is in me.  What happened in that minute?  With one kind of drinking experience, the answer is-- not much?  Maybe I was not even thinking about what I was doing?  Maybe I was thinking about where am I going to pitch camp that night, or about how I've got to get some supplies when I get back to civilization.  But then there's the other kind of drinking experience.  Ah, what a pleasure.


"To be truly thirsty, and to have good water-- it's an opportunity for a moment of ecstasy.  It can be the very same act, perhaps even done at the same speed, though in my experience when I drink in a more deeply experiencing way, I'm likely to slow it down at least a bit.  But the point is, that by some kind of holding in my awareness just what it is I'm doing, I'm able to transform the experience into something of a holy rite.  


"Some of my most wonderful experiences have involved the drinking of water.


"I don't know just what should be said about this, but it seemed worth telling you folks about.  TOM"


"The deep pleasures available in quenching a thirst," wrote James, in the first of several messages to come in quickly in response to Tom's posting, "are illustrative of that basic point:  that we have evolved to take pleasure in what sustains our lives.


"You, Tom, are the descendant of creatures who, for tens or even hundreds of millions of years --since our emergence from the seas-- have needed regularly to rehydrate their bodies with the intake of water.  (Our bodies, after all, are comprised of about 75% water.)   Your discovering how richly rewarding can be the simple act of imbibing water --especially when your body has been made especially short of water by the heat and dryness of your climate-- is but another illustration of how our meanings are in alignment with what evolutionarily has been in the service of survival.  JAMES"


"I think that's a wonderful story, Tom," Ken began another of those messages.  "What you are describing, to my mind, is that you've found a way to transform a basic act of life into a kind of sacrament.  You don't say anything, in your brief message, about just what it is that you might be doing differently on the different occasions to account for the diverging experience-- i.e., the sense of deep fulfillment on some occasions, and just almost unconsciously getting the stuff inside you on others.  But it is one of the chief day-to-day blessings of many religious practices and rituals --and, yes, I do include other traditions here besides my own-- that they provide guidance toward just that sort of sacramentalizing of experience.  ('Give us this day our daily bread.'  And it could as well be water except, I guess, bread was perhaps more often in more questionable supply than drinking water to those biblical peoples.)  


"One of the great spiritual tasks we face, I would say, is to experience fully the blessings that we enjoy, blessings we have just because we're alive.  KEN"


Seeing Ken's posting reminded me of another impulse I'd had for a back channel communication, as I sent off to Ken --without a whole lot of reflection-- a quick note.  "Dear Ken, Glad to see you continuing to share on the forum, and to do so in so affirmative a manner.  I'd found myself worrying, a short while back, whether you might be taking any umbrage from the kind of challenging and, at times, less than respectful treatment your religious beliefs get from some of the other participants.  Any problem there?  I'd like to know if you've found any of it bruising, or hurtful in any way.  ANDY"


Meanwhile, a third response to Tom had come in from Barry.  "I'm not sure, either, Tom just how your lovely little account connects with the lines of conversation we've just been having, but like you, I also sense a powerful organic connection.  And I sense also that what your water-drinking account raises in my mind might provide a few strands in that connection.


"What struck me in the picture of yourself sitting there, dry and thirsty in the Arizona desert, about to drink water (I imagined it in a metal cup!  Must be a metal cup!), was the reality of choice.  

“As you said, 'Now, how to put this?'


"In many ways, in our lives, we are in the grasp of necessity.  Much of what we have to deal with is not of our own choosing.  Your need for water, for example, is part of the necessities of being a living animal on the earth.  


"But how we deal with our necessities, that's a matter for our own choosing.  And, asyou say, it is how we choose that makes all the difference.  You can drink that water mechanically, or you can bring to the act your full consciousness.  You can get the job done with your body, while your mind is engaged elsewhere.  Or you can open your spirit so that the water flows through it, quickening it into that ecstasy, on its way to your stomach.  (I use those images --'spirit,' 'water flowing through it'-- metaphorically, of course.)  By your choice you decide whether you will infuse meaning into the action.  BARRY"


Something in the turn our discussion was taking I found exciting.  Upon reflection, I saw that what excited me was a sense of promise that the conversation might be turning toward that juicy topic --as Carl had called it-- of how to live a meaningful life.  In some way, that issue had been there throughout, but we'd all been struggling so much also with the question of just what our experience of meaning represented in the great scheme of things that the challenge of finding how to find the path --like Tom drinking his water-- toward a sense of richness and fulfillment had seemed often, even as it crossed the stage again and again, relegated to the wings, kept out of the spotlight.  I in no way regretted our course to this point, for I felt it embodied an honest and, in its way, marvelous commitment to certain values of truth and honesty and rational consistency.  But I still felt a thirst for what this line seemed possibly to promise.


As it turned out, however, the flow of our exploration had not yet broken into the open ground of, simply, seeking to enlighten ourselves about the path of meaning.  Before we were to return to the question of how to live life like a thirsty man finding ecstasy in quaffing water from a metal cup, we had to traverse some places of darkness that different members of our group found in their way.


Each of these explorations was launched by a single, extremely brief message.  Sam began one of these excursions, writing to us:  "I have this nagging feeling that, when it's all said and done, it doesn't really matter which of those ways of drinking the water one adopts."   And the other was initiated by Molly, who wrote at the very same time, "Barry's image of our having this 'choice' of drinking carelessly or drinking with ecstasy just doesn't ring true to me.  Seems like a pipe dream."

The Question of Futility


A handful of people wrote in fairly quickly, encouraging both Sam and Molly to explain what they meant.  Although, for a long while, Molly did not respond, Sam did write in, albeit again not at much length.


"Perhaps I ought not burden you folks with what all this has brought to my mind," Sam wrote.  "But I'm just stuck with this idea that, which ever way Tom goes about drinking his twelve ounces of water, as he said, a minute later the drinking is done and the water is in his stomach.  What difference does it make --at that point-- whether or not he really got off on the drinking of it?  SAM"


"I kind of know what you mean," Earl wrote.  "I went through something horrendous a few years back-- my wife's dying of cancer.  I remember the night she died.  I'll spare you the details-- or, more likely, I'll spare myself going too deeply into that recollection.  Suffice it to say that when you hear about the failures of our medical system at pain management, there are real-life human experiences underlying those issues.


"But what I'm getting to, perhaps surprisingly, is this.  As nightmarish as that experience was, some hours after she had finally been released from her pain, and was just lying there on the hospital bed --no longer a person, just a thing under a hospital sheet-- there was a part of me that wondered, 'Now what difference does any of this make?  What difference whether she had that pain, or didn't?  She suffered, true.  But where is that pain now?  Here we are at time t +1,' I remember thinking in my mathematical economist fashion, 'and now that we are here, does it make any difference at all what any of us were feeling at time t?'


"To that last question, of course, part of the answer was that it still made a difference to me.  I was still alive, and still wracked by the nightmarish images of what I'd seen, still feeling the impact on me of witnessing her suffering.  But then, the time would come eventually that I, too, would be dead.  And what would any of it matter then?


"So it's like what Sam said about the drinking of the water, though my example takes a darker form.  In either kind of event, it seems that time sweeps everything into a dustbin of mattering not at all.  EARL"


Which led Leo to post, "Something of the sort has also occurred to me at times.  Like upon seeing Romeo and Juliet yet again earlier this year, I found myself thinking, 'All this was centuries ago.'  Had the two of them married, so what?  Nobody really lives happily ever after.  They'd have just gotten old and shriveled and died, and be just dust by now anyway.


"Which was a pretty risible way to think about Romeo and Juliet, since those two characters are fictional anyway.  But even if they weren't --and I thought from there to other stories from fact that involve suffering and regret and 'if only,' like if only Lincoln had been better protected at the Ford Theater-- it seems that time has a way of making it all seem futile.  LEO"


This drew an answer from Peter.  "This argument about the meaninglessness of it all, for the reason that, if you look far enough into the future, nothing that happens now will matter a whit, has a nice Latin name. It's called the argument sub specie aeternatatis 
and, though I think it must be rejected, I don't really know how to go about refuting it."


"One refutation," Jonathan then suggested in a quick note, "is the idea that we are not just temporary, that the essential aspect of us continues into eternity."


Which led Brian to post, "As the Latin philosophers would say, some species aeternatatis, which translates, I believe, as 'Our kind, like the Energizer Bunny, keeps going and going and going....'"  


At this point, I received a note from Carl, back channel.  "Hey, fella, didn't you deal with this one --after a fashion at least-- in your Living Posthumously?  So, go ahead and lay that counter-argument on the group."


Thus encouraged, I did indeed proceed to write a brief message.  "Like Peter, I find this notion that everything is futile because ultimately time sweeps it all away both unacceptable but, at the same time, hard to counter.  Nonetheless, I do have some piece of a refutation to offer.


"If the issue is tied wholly to our mortality --the idea that nothing can be 'really' meaningful because eventually we and our experience are swept away by death-- then the implication would seem to be that if only we were not mortal --if we really could live 'happily ever after'-- then things could really be meaningful.  But then let's look at that conclusion, and ask:  at what point does it become meaningful?   Does it become meaningful only at time = infinity, i.e. an eternity from now?  If that's so, our immortality would have really changed nothing, because we never reach infinity, and meaningfulness would never occur.  But if not at t = infinity, then it must be at some prior time that things must become meaningful, i.e. our experience must be meaningful at some time while it's actually happening.  Meaning must be contained in some 'now,' even though that now must quickly become a 'then.'  And if meaning must begin to happen in finite and passing time, does that not prove that the fact of mortality does not preclude the reality of meaningfulness?


"Or, looking at the issue from the other direction, if seventy years of nows added up to zero of meaning, then seven hundred would be only ten times zero, which is still zero.  And infinity times zero is still zero.  So immortality still would not change the issue.


"In other words, meaning has to happen at some 'now.'  It can't just lie in some future, or in some retrospect.  Only now exists.  If there's a problem, logic tells me that time cannot be the source of it.  ANDY"


"You argument is intriguing, Andy," Leo wrote back.  "But it has had the effect of helping crystallize another aspect of the dark side of my thinking on these issues.  (As Charlie would doubtless agree, 'Never underestimate the power of the Dark Side.')  


"We have, throughout this discussion, enshrined 'felt meaning' as at least part of the core of value.  It's what 'makes things matter,' we've said.  And so we've gone on our merry way, seemingly convinced by the potential fullness and wonderfulness of the experience of meaning.


"But there's a part of me that's never been quite persuaded that the fullness is so full as all that.  So yes, I do have experience, but does my experience amount to so much?  So I laugh at a joke, go 'ooh' and 'aah' at a beautiful sunset, feel pain at a blister on my foot when I go hiking, find an idea in my work elegant and nifty-- so what?  This 'felt experience' is not so immense, I sometimes think.  So if that's all there is, what does life itself really amount to?  


"This isn't the only way I think about life.  But it's a place I visit, and I'm not sure I've got any answer to it.  LEO"


It was at this juncture that I received a back-channel message from Ken in response to the one I'd sent him.  (From Dan, back channel, still nothing.)  "Sorry, Andy, not to have gotten back to you sooner" Ken wrote.  "Pastoral duties last night kept me away from even checking my email (I didn't even get back home till after 11 from the various hospital bedsides I was visiting).  But let me assure you both that I very much appreciate your solicitude about my feelings (is that part of your pastoral process?), and also that you needn't worry about me.  It has all been fine.  Indeed, participating in this conversation has felt quite --pardon the expression-- 'meaningful' to me.


"Faith and doubt.  On this forum, I'm obviously the representative of the one side, doing battle with the other.  But in fact, both are quite alive inside me.  I choose to be the agent of faith in the world, because it feels like the path of life to me.  But I am not only a carrier of the ancient Gospels of Christianity, I am also a participating and conscious member of the world of our times-- of the world of science and reason, of empiricism and skepticism.  I have my own struggles, and the dialogue here among the different elements of that struggle plugs into the genuine work of my own mind and soul.


"Why do you suppose I've so much liked those walks-and-talks you and I have taken over the years?  It isn't, I expect you know, so that I can make a good Christian of you.  You carry into our conversation both the thirst for spiritual meaning that my tradition gives me, and the acid of skepticism of the Enlightenment.  I also have both of those, but I've put a different one in charge.  I recognize that the acid is corrosive, and I wouldn't drink it straight.  But I also know that acid can be a cleanser, bringing into sharper relief the true nature of things.  And so I bring the gems of my precious faith into contact with as good a skeptical mind as I can find, hoping that out of the interaction I will find them shining all the more brightly.  But also realizing that, possibly, I may find some among them made of lesser stuff that does not do so well with the contact.


"It feels like a risky game-- but life is risky all over.  Even faith can be a high-stakes game full of risk-- ask the predestinarians!-- and, in any event, as a creature both of my faith and of my wider modern civilization, the process of confronting all the voices that resonate within me represents, for me, the path of integrity.


"Now, don't tell the gang about this.  I want to keep my clerical collar well-buttoned throughout in my public role.  It is part of the promise I made to God when I took the collar on.  KEN"


I must say, Ken's message really blew me away.  In the first place, it reminded me of how dear a friend he was, reminded me of the nature of our many intimate, one-to-one conversations over the years.  That is, it reminded me that the Ken of the forum was not identical with the Ken I'd known in private.  But the message also went somewhat further than that.  I'd never, previously, been given so clear an understanding of the role of doubt in Ken's own spiritual life, of the sense of precariousness that hung over his faith.  It was something that I was going to ponder further, sometime when a good contemplative moment presented itself.


Meanwhile, back on the forum, Leo's message (about the sometime inadequacy of his experience of meaning) brought forth a flurry of brief messages from several of the other participants.  Mike acknowledged that he could recall having some similar thoughts at times in his life, an 'Is this all there is?' feeling.  A couple of people expressed surprise at hearing such a thing, Sylvia for example writing that, while she could recognize that even her most intense feelings were finite, they nonetheless were big enough to fill her up.  "Even an ocean can put no more water into a cup than it can hold," was her elegant formulation of her point.


And then Richard came in with an interesting literary contribution, which, in turn, proved to lead us into a new piece of ground-- or, perhaps more accurately, into exploring what was a previously-glimpsed territory that we'd left unexamined.


"What Leo said reminded me of something I read in my long-ago studies of American history and thought," Richard began.  Richard was that lover of history who'd written us long ago about his weekend trip in the national forest, where he'd come upon the vestigial remnants of that abandoned homestead, and about crying at Gettysburg.  "It was in Emerson's essay on 'Experience,' and here's the passage that I went looking for:

‘People grieve and bemoan themselves,' Emerson wrote, 'but it is not half so bad with them as they say. There are moods in which we court suffering, in the hope that here, at least, we shall find reality, sharp peaks and edges of truth. But it turns out to be scene-painting and counterfeit. The only thing grief has taught me, is to know how shallow it is....In the

   
death of my son, now more than two years ago, I seem to have lost a

   
beautiful estate, -- no more. I cannot get it nearer to me. If

   
tomorrow I should be informed of the bankruptcy of my principal

   
debtors, the loss of my property would be a great inconvenience to me,

   
perhaps, for many years; but it would leave me as it found me, --

   
neither better nor worse. So is it with this calamity: it does not

   
touch me: some thing which I fancied was a part of me, which could not

   
be torn away without tearing me, nor enlarged without enriching me,

   
falls off from me, and leaves no scar....I grieve that

   
grief can teach me nothing....' 


"So, Richard concluded, maybe Leo's right.  Maybe this 'felt meaning' we've been talking about is rather a paltry thing.  RICHARD"


Two short messages came in immediately, one from Brian and one from Mike.


"I think maybe you're too much in thrall to Emerson's prestige," Brian wrote in response.  "Just because the guy's Mr. Big Deal in American Studies doesn't mean he knows much about life."


"Emerson may be onto something," Mike wrote.  "Maybe we are all inclined to over-dramatize ourselves.  We see pretense –including self-deception—in a great many dimensions of human life.  Maybe he's right in saying that, when we make a big deal about our feelings, they're really not half so big a deal as we claim."


Then Sylvia weighed in.  "So Emerson is impressed with how shallow grief is.  And how does he know?  His son died and hey! it's no big deal.  Lost a beautiful estate, but the loss can get no nearer to him.  Just what does this testimony tell us?


"Emerson, ever ready to be the sage, wants to claim that it tells us something important about the human condition.  As an American, as a New Englander, he regards himself as ever-qualified to serve as Everyman.  But is he really Everyman?  I don't think so.  SYLVIA"


And Sylvia, then, was joined by Barry.  "I think Sylvia's got ol' Ralph Waldo's number, here," Barry wrote.  "She asks just what does Emerson's testimony tell us, and she then suggests what it does not tell us:  Emerson's grief is not, she suggests, EveryPerson's grief.  And this seems right to me.  I've counseled a great many people during periods of grief, and if Emerson's grief lacked sufficiently 'sharp edges' to cut him to the quick with a sense of overwhelming 'reality,' he's not representative of any universal experience.  


"Indeed, from what I've seen of grief in other parts of the world, we in the Anglo-Saxon culture tend, in the general human spectrum, toward the Emersonian pole.  Grief really does seem, in some parts of the world, to be experienced with overwhelming intensity.  Oh, I know, there are different customs to be figured in here, too.  In some places, the mourners are expected to weep and wail, while in ours we expect some decorum --some stiff upper lip-- even from the most bereft, even at the graveside.  But I don't think the weepers and the wailers are, as Emerson would have us believe, to be dismissed as mere play-actors.  If they seem overwhelmed, I think we should grant the truth of what we see before our eyes:  the pain of the loss does indeed fill them up.


"So Emerson's testimony does not, I would agree with Sylvia, tell us about the universal nature of human experience.  As for what his testimony does tell us about, I would guess that mostly it tells us something about Emerson himself.  That there was something in him that put some distance between himself and the full experience of meaning in his life.  BARRY"


"It says something about Emerson, I agree," Jonathan wrote in the next message to come in.  "From what I know about human beings, what it says is that something, somewhere along the line, got damaged in his spirit.


"For a number of years, my work as a healer has focused on trauma and its effects on the human spirit.  Trauma has the effect, in many cases, of leading people to shut down some parts of themselves, parts that were injured in the traumatic experience.  Too much pain, it seems, causes damage that impairs the ability to experience not only pain, but meaning more generally.  JONATHAN"


It was at this point that Molly, who'd been quiet up till now after her succinct and intriguing, but somewhat uninformative, earlier comment --to the effect that she regarded as a pipe dream Barry's notion of our having a "choice" whether to drink our cup of water carelessly or in ecstasy-- at last spoke up.

Depression Considered


"I'm glad that Jonathan brought up this matter of trauma, and the damage it can do.  In terms of the grand notion of 'The Experience of Meaning,' this is an important dimension of the issue that our conversation on this forum has largely avoided.  


"I mentioned a long time ago that I thought it an error to talk, as most of us have done here, as if it were always a blessing to 'experiencing the meaning of things.'  Sometimes the meaning of things is just so terrible, so excruciatingly painful, that meaninglessness seems far preferable.  Not all 'meaningful moments' are gems; some are more like steel blades.


"While it's true that our conversation has touched upon nightmares like Auschwitz, the implications of that kind of negative-feeling meaningfulness have not been fully integrated into our collective understanding of what's at stake in having the capacity to experience meaning, versus having collapsed into some depressed state where –if one is lucky-- meaning has disappeared or, if not, has been reduced to the continuous pain of despair.  Our discussion of Auschwitz, that is, always seemed to center around some Big Philosophical Issue --like moral relativism-- and never to get into the more threatening question of what it would be like to be an inmate in Auschwitz and, while there, to experience meaning --as folks on this forum generally seem in favor of doing-- fully.


"Sometimes feeling dead is better than feeling alive.  It's at those times when life itself is no blessing.  And a quite rational person might, in some circumstances, consider whether suicide was the wisest possible course.  MOLLY"


"I sense, Molly," Barry wrote next, "that you are speaking from your own very painful experience.  And I certainly can empathize with the terrible reality that life can sometimes be so agonizing that numbness seems preferable to such pain.  (After all, do we not all nowadays choose to get Novocain at the dentist's, and to be 'etherized upon a table' when undergoing major surgery, rather than to be alive to the injuries being done to our flesh?)  


"But I'd like to look a bit more at making that choice as a general matter.  Consider the question you raise, concerning meaning as it's experienced by one for whom Auschwitz is not just a philosophical challenge, but is his nightmarish home.  You may know that Viktor Frankl --the man who wrote Man's Search for Meaning, and who established the school of psychotherapy called 'Logotherapy,' by which he meant an approach to healing in which finding meaning was regarded as the central task of life-- was an inmate at Auschwitz.   Indeed, it was there that he came to his own philosophical commitment to the importance of meaning.


"So even for a man who went through such a nightmare, it seems, it is possible to come out choosing to embrace life and the experience of meaning over shutting down to meaning and collapsing into death.  BARRY"


A response then came in from Jonathan.  "What you say is true, Barry," Jonathan wrote, "but the account Viktor Frankl wrote has more to it than simply an affirmation of meaning.  He also describes how trauma does indeed, as Molly says, injure our capacity to experience meaning, that it does shut us down in self-protection.


"For example, he describes how, 'as a means of protection,' the inmates developed what he calls a 'cold curiosity,' in which the mind detached itself from its surroundings and regarded everything --even its own survival-- 'with a kind of objectivity,' by which he means a kind of indifference.  
  And shortly after that, Frankl describes something about his own shutting down.  As a doctor, he spent some time working in a hut for camp inmates suffering from typhus.  On one occasion, one of these inmates died and Frankl describes watching 'without any emotional upset' as others of the prisoners would swarm around the body to grab any available food or clothing that had belonged to the now-dead man.  After describing how, thereafter, he watched as the body was dragged off to be disposed of outside, including up two steps leading to the door, with the head left to bump up each step, Frankl concludes this episode thus:

'My place was on the opposite side of the hut, next to the small, sole window, which was built neat the floor.  While my cold hands clasped a bowl of hot soup from which I sipped greedily, I happened to look out the window.  The corpse which had just been removed stared in at me with glazed eyes.  Two hours before I had spoken to that man.  Now I continued sipping my soup.

‘If my lack of emotion had not surprised me from the standpoint of professional interest, I would not remember this incident now, because there was so little feeling involved in it.'  



"And later, Frankl tells us that those who survived the camp long enough to be liberated found it necessary then to relearn the capacity to feel pleasure in anything.  



"So Frankl knew whereof  Molly speaks.  JONATHAN."


"You're right, Jonathan," Barry responded, "all that is in Frankl.  And Molly, of course, is right about how painful trauma damages our ability to respond, and even --in the short run at least-- makes the experience of meaning no blessing.


"But for Frankl the bottom line is --and, I would say, for us it should be-- that finding meaning in things is nonetheless essential.  In several passages of his Man's Search for Meaning, Frankl makes clear that those in the camp who lost any sense of meaning soon died.  While the deadly nature of those prisoners' situation afforded no guarantees whatever of survival, finding a way to stay in touch with meaning, he argues, was essential to having a chance of making it through.


"So while the temptation is doubtless there to collapse under the weight of pain into a state of meaninglessness, Frankl's is a tale of choosing to keep one's structures of meaning intact, and to build --even in the darkest time-- an edifice of meaning to sustain life.  


"And, it should be noted, though Frankl's situation in Auschwitz is of course extreme, the essence of the choice facing him also faces all of us.  We all have to deal with pain and trauma and disappointment, to one degree or another, and we all have tendencies to shut down in some ways --like Emerson, for example-- and thus we are all confronted with the choice about how alive we want to be.  BARRY"


At this point in the conversation, two messages came in --one from Herman and one from Molly-- each challenging a particular idea that had threaded its way into the discussion.


Herman's point was expressed in that succinct way that he'd done a few times before --in between his more extensive essayistic pronouncements-- in a way that I'd come to think of as a kind of trial balloon to see if anyone was really interested.


"We're talking about depression as a form of injury or damage," Herman wrote.  "It might be more illuminating to think of it as a form of adaptation."


Meanwhile, Molly's message --also brief-- tied us back to her earlier, unexplicated point about the pipe dream of one's having a choice between being careless and being ecstatic in drinking a cup of water.


"This business of 'choice' that keeps coming up," Molly said.  "It really bugs me.  I've never chosen to be depressed.  Any more than someone in a car accident 'chooses' to get her leg broken.  MOLLY"


Then each of these received a response asking for further explication.  It was Jonathan who wrote to Herman --which surprised me at first because I didn't think of him as being all that oriented toward Herman's evolutionary approach.  But then I remembered that Jonathan's perspective on these things was considerably more multi-dimensional than most people's, maybe even to the point where some dimensions of his worldview did not fit all that harmoniously with some of the others, even though the contradictions didn't seem particularly to bother him.  "I'd be interested, Herman, in hearing you explain further what you mean by 'adaptation' with respect to depression,” Jonathan wrote.  “I've always regarded the depressed condition as a kind of injury."


And at the same time, Barry responded to Molly in what I thought was a very tender sort of way—of which I was glad, having been a bit concerned that his previous response to her might not have attended sufficiently to her obvious vulnerability regarding these issues.  "I can understand, I believe, how it might feel to have someone say, as I've done, that what you are experiencing as an injury represents any kind of choice.  Annoying to have someone seem to suggest you might pull yourself up by your own bootstraps.  Or, to use your image, to have a broken leg and have someone say, 'Hey, why don't you just choose to walk?’


"Please, if you would, Molly, describe a bit more of how you have experienced your own episodes of depression.  BARRY"


Herman's answer came in next.  And I found myself hoping that this time, Molly would indeed respond to the invitation to share more fully.  If she didn't, I thought, I might join in --either on the forum, or back channel-- to try to make her feel comfortable enough to do so.  In the meanwhile, I turned to Herman's message.


"Maybe you've heard that old joke, or rather, that dark and funny line, 'Death is Nature's way of telling us, "It's time to slow down."'  What I am suggesting is, perhaps depression should be understood in something of the same way.


"Now, in calling depression an 'adaptation,' I am not trying to pretty it up or to deny that it is, in some fundamental sense, 'Bad news.'  But badness in the news is often to be found in the situation, in the outer reality.  Some great loss has been suffered.  Some hopes have been dashed.  Some enterprise has failed.  That's the bad news.  


"Given this bad news, however, the organism has to adapt,” Herman continued.  “And a couple of reasonably astute interpreters whose discussions of such things I've read have suggested that depression is a way of putting on the brakes in view of the need to regroup and replot one's course.  


"It is suggested, for example, that 'withdrawal following a loss, conserves the inner resources of the individual and permits subsequent adaptation to new environmental challenges and opportunities.'  
  Some good discussion of this idea is also found in Eric Klinger's book, Meaning and Void:  Inner Experience and the Incentives in People's Lives.  Klinger describes depression as 'a shut-off mechanism' that serves to get the organism to stop when experience has shown that the costs of pursuing the present course are likely to outweigh its probable gains.  
  Even the terrible feeling that accompanies the depression, he suggests, can be seen as adaptive.  It helps bring home the lesson that whatever brought the organism to that dead-end ought to be avoided in the future.  'Let this be a lesson,' is the general idea about how this psychic pain serves an adaptive purpose.  And in that respect, it's rather like the value of feeling pain in general, e.g. when we grab a burning coal or hit our thumb with a hammer.  'Stop what you were doing, and don't do it again.'


"Once we are stopped on our present course, a process of retooling one's life then becomes possible.  But it isn't a quick or easy process.  It will take time to relinquish goals that, though they proved not to lead to success, were held close to the heart; and time also to arrive at some new set of meanings that might constitute a better strategy for life.  In the meanwhile, there is what Seligman calls a sense of 'learned helplessness,' which means a sense that, at least according to the individual's existing framework, anything one might do will prove useless. 



"Which is central to the experience of depression, which is generally understood as entailing a painful sense of meaninglessness.  Nature's way of telling one it is time to go back to the drawing boards to find a new, more successful set of values, goals and strategies to guide one's course.  HERMAN"


A brief message from Ken came in here, saying:  "What you describe here has a good deal in common with what is sometimes called, in spiritual circles, 'the dark night of the soul.'  And as dark as it is, it often proves to be the place from which new spiritual breakthroughs occur.  Something in the spirit 'bottoms out,' to use an image from the 12-step programs, and finds a way to choose the light over the darkness.  KEN"


And meanwhile Jonathan had also responded:  "I think Herman's analysis of depression as serving an adaptive function has a good deal of validity to it.  But it surely is not the whole picture.  It wouldn't explain why and how a tendency toward depression is at least in good part heritable.  It wouldn't explain, for another example, SAD-- i.e. the seasonal depressions to which some people are prone.  JONATHAN"


And Herman wrote, "You're right, it doesn't cover all aspects of depression.  Some people seem simply to have a profound proclivity toward a chemical imbalance that leads to that same sense of meaninglessness, despair, futility and such.   But as for SAD, let me just say that this fellow Gazzaniga does include it in his idea about 'conserving.'  About 'winter depression,' he writes:  'This disorder may be adaptive because it involves strategies for economizing on energy when less food is available and ambient temperatures are lower.’  But yes, I wouldn't suggest that the 'shut-off mechanism' fits all forms of depression.  HERMAN"


Then there again was Molly.  "Adaptation or damage.  It seems to me a distinction without a difference.  Even if the damage is done by life events, and the body adapts to it, it's still damage.  Most of the symptoms we call a 'cold' are the body's reactions to the cold germ, but it's still a disease, and we're still miserable.


"Anyway, I feel resistant to this notion of depression as adaptive, and I think there are a couple of reasons for this.  For one thing, it suggests that it's something the depressed person is doing, like it's a kind of strategy.  Like, 'Lemme see, how can I take my life back to the drawing boards.'  Really, that is not how it has felt to me.  In my experience, it is like a weak place in the system that just breaks down at certain times of strain.  


"I have a friend who has a back that goes out on him-- it's from an old football injury.  He does his best to take care of it, work around it, etc.  But even with great caution, as he goes about trying to live a normal life, he just happens upon times when something goes a little awry and he's hobbled or even bedridden for a few weeks.  Maybe surgery will get rid of that structural weakness, but he's afraid it might make him worse, and I can't blame him.  


"That's how the pit of depression is for me, some place in my mental landscape where I might fall through, despite my learning to take care in a great many ways.  Events in my early life blew open that pit, and I'm stuck with the danger of falling in.  And I would say that this falling is not something that one 'does' in the same way that jumping is.


"Which takes me back to that old matter of choice.


"I would love to be able to choose to drink from the cup of life and experience the rehydration of my soul in the ecstatic way that Tom has experienced some of his drinking of water in the desert.  Thank God (or Gaia) I've had some moments of such wonderfulness.  But I see them as coming more as blessings, as grace, than as something I choose.  And, in any event, at those times that I am still in the pit, the choices that Barry suggested we all experience at every moment are just not there for me.  When I am in that pit, the sense of ecstasy in drinking the water is no more within my capacity than it would be within yours to high jump over a wall twenty feet high.  


"I use the metaphor of the pit.  But I guess it might be useful to get out of the realm of metaphor and talk about what depression really is.  Some of you are in the mental health profession, and so you doubtless know full well what came out earlier in [Sam's] account of his experience with depression and with the relief he got from taking Prozac.  Such medications may be saving as many lives these days as antibiotics.  But while one can choose to take a pill to get relief, without some external force coming in to rectify the chemical imbalance, that imbalance can steal away one's choices about the state of one's consciousness, and one's experience of meaning.

           "Now that we know that depression is not just a 'spiritual' condition --practically akin to sin-- but that it is, indeed, an objective condition involving a recognizable imbalance of neurotransmitters, I would hope that we could get rid of that 'blame the victim' approach to the problem according to which those who suffer should just get a grip and snap out of it.  Medications aside --and they don't always work in every case-- you can't choose your brain chemistry, and thus you cannot choose to turn toward life and a positive experience of meaning.  MOLLY"

Time for Reflection


Reading Molly's message, and indeed this whole recent discussion, stirred me.  The subject of depression --the loss of a sense of positive meaning-- struck pretty close to home.  In part, it's true, it was my being shaken by the Persephone-like alternation of the emergence and disappearance of meaningfulness that led to my undertaking this whole exploration of meaning.  The inconstancy had raised some troubling philosophical issues.  But even before the philosophical issues the emotional issue of loss of meaning and the practical issue of how to cope with the fact that --beginning at a certain juncture in my adulthood-- I had become a person whose hold on meaningfulness had become fragile.


Listening to Molly struggle with questions like "What's the nature of this condition?" and "What does it say about me?"-- led me to wonder about my own answers to those questions.


In this reflective state, I decided to turn off the computer for a while and go outside to put my body into action while I pondered the meaning of my own experience with the depressive dimension.  In the driveway, I had a huge pile of three cords of delicious slab wood ready for me to split and stack and cover for the winter.  I assembled two axes, a wedge and a sledge and went off to hew the slabs into pieces suitable for the woodstove.  Once I was in the rhythm of the work, I relaxed into thinking about my history and its implications.


I'd gotten just about to forty before I felt that some sort of darkness had either settled over me or was at least hovering, threatening to lower the 'ceiling' of my spiritual visibility.  These were the years I'd described in Living Posthumously.  In that work, however, I'd never clearly identified my condition as including 'depression.'  But I'd come to think that this was indeed part of what I was dealing with.


So the question then arose, why had this problem beset me?  Had it just happened to me?  Had I gone somehow lost my path, so that a shut-down mechanism (that “adaptation” Herman had mentioned) had kicked in to get me to reconsider my trajectory in life?  Was it a case of "a dark night of the soul"?  Was I the victim of simple imbalance in my brain chemistry?  Was it a manifestation of some flaw in my psychological structure?  And what difference did it make which of these kinds of explanation one settled upon?


It seemed possibly relevant that my life situation had contained a rather high level of stress in general over much of the decade and a half --the early years of my adulthood-- leading up to the darkness.  Some of the strain was freely chosen by me, liking as I did --in the full animal spirits of my youth-- to undertake great challenges.  Some of it was involuntary, as my challenging path turned out to have more difficulties in it than I’d bargained for.  But whether chosen or not, life bore down upon me with some intensity over a long stretch.  Had this stress caused something in me to give way, or become vulnerable, like the back condition of Molly’s friend?


As I thought along these lines, I continued splitting the wood, reading the grain in each piece as I set it upright, and then bringing down the axe along the divides in the grain so that the single piece would fly apart into two chunks.  As I brought down the axe on one particular piece, it occurred to me:  maybe it was something about the relation of thought and feeling that made me vulnerable.  


In me, I knew, the intellectual element tended to head off full steam without much check, while the element of feeling, though not disregarded as in a lot of men, was definitely kept under tighter rein.  Striving to be as open to the experience of my passions as I was to the envisioning of my ideas was an ongoing challenge in my life, as was even more so the integrating of both of them in my moment-to-moment experience.  


Maybe that experience I'd reported to the guys at Berkeley Springs in some way reflected that defect in my structure:  the world I always see clearly, but the felt experience of the emotional/meaningful connection with them I could not always hold securely.


This seemed an intriguing notion.


But then there was the fact that, when I at last began to emerge from my malady, including but not only the darkness, it seemed that the medication Prozac had been one of the three or four important ingredients in my recovery.  The efficacy of Prozac seemed to suggest another way of looking at the problem.


Interestingly, my taking Prozac had not been the result of my thinking of myself as suffering from depression.  Rather, I'd taken it because someone who'd had symptoms similar to mine, and who thought of his condition as "chronic fatigue syndrome," had told me that it had helped him and that it was said to help many with that syndrome.  It was after it helped me that I began to think that depression might indeed have been part of what I'd been up against.  


And the efficacy of Prozac in helping me come out of that darkness led me also to think, like Molly, that what I'd suffered from was not a "spiritual condition," or a "psychological state," or a "life problem," but rather a chemical imbalance.  My "brain soup" was in need of having its recipe corrected.


I'd split, by this time, a rather large stack of wood and I shifted to the job of carrying the wood down to stack on the rack.  On the third trip I decided to duck inside and check on the forum, and there I found a message from Jonathan  It addressed Molly, and her last message on the forum, but it might just as well also have been directed to me regarding the thoughts I'd just been having in the driveway.


"I really feel for the suffering you've gone through with this depression, and I think I understand how helpless one can feel being held 'responsible' for one's own suffering," Jonathan began.  "At the same time, beyond your personal account, there's a larger point here, too, about how we understand the conditions we are prey to-- whether we call these conditions psychological or spiritual or emotional or biochemical, or some combination of all three.


"I recall reading not many months ago the words of the Vice-President's wife, Tipper Gore," Jonathan continued.  "She had recently disclosed to the country that she had suffered from depression, and she was trying to use that to enlist the public in being sympathetic to people thus afflicted and in supporting mental health efforts.  A noble undertaking for her to make, I thought.


"She was talking about how depression is something that's 'real' and thus deserving of our compassion-- and she brought up the clinically observable chemical imbalance.  Now, I agree that it is real and deserving of our compassion.  But she was using the demonstrability of the chemical imbalance not only to demonstrate its being ‘real,’ but also to prove that depression does not have anything to do with what a person does, or is, or has responsibility for-- that it is, rather, like a disease where you can isolate the pathogen or like an injury where broken bones can be seen on an x-ray.  


"What I want to point out is that there's a non sequitur there.  The chemical imbalance does tell us something important about depression, and about ourselves.  But the fact that a chemical imbalance is part of depression does not prove that the ultimate source of the problem should be understood as a matter of chemistry.  Nor does the fact that a chemical can help relieve the depression prove that the problem was ‘really’ chemical.


"That first point:  correlation does not prove causation.  Make someone laugh, and you'll change his brain chemistry.  Demote a CEO, and the mix of his neurotransmitters will be altered.  Regular meditation will affect the ratios of the chemical in your brain, too.  Depression has its chemical correlates, but that doesn't mean that the phenomenon is governed by the chemistry.


And the second point, that the fact that a particular kind of lever can move the system doesn't mean that its point of leverage was the foundation of the problem.  It's true throughout the medical system that even if you can't get at the fundamental cause you can intervene at the level of the effects and relieve the symptoms.  The efficacy of Prozac does not demonstrate that the essence of depression is a serotonin deficiency.  JONATHAN"


Fast upon this message from Jonathan came a one-sentence note from Ken saying, "We are each responsible for the journeys of our own souls."


Further food for thought.  What Jonathan said certainly made sense to me.  So I decided to reflect further on my own struggles with the depressive dimension.  First, though, I wanted to do something physically active.  I'd had it with wood-splitting, and decided instead to do some running.  "I'll run long enough to administer myself some endorphins," I said to myself with an inward smile.


After running well past the point of heavy breathing, I thought back again to the history surrounding my time of darkness/emptiness, and recalled that the time immediately surrounding the beginnings of it--the several years on either side of that dawning of the not-sun-- had been a time of an especially acute and painful problem.  I'd felt besieged, under constant threat of pain, from something in my life that could not be escaped.  A deep sense of responsibility required me to stick with the situation.  And all the wise counsel I could find --and I sought and found plenty-- could not remedy the situation sufficiently to change the basic inescapability of frequent, repeated agony.  


Indeed, in the back of my mind, I'd always had the suspicion of a connection between this prolonged siege and the general, somewhat mysterious, multi-faceted malady that descended on me during the 1980s.  Maybe the futility of all the ways I'd tried to find a solution to that long-lasting problem had driven me into something like the "learned helplessness" we'd heard about in our earlier discussion of depression as adaptation.  Maybe in some way the inescapability of my stress had overloaded my system, causing some of the chemical balances to break down.  Maybe the fact of my being in such a dilemma represented a major failure in my navigation of my life course—  nature's way of saying it was time to consult new maps.  


Maybe, indeed, it was all of these.  And perhaps also these were just different ways of describing the same reality.  


In any event, something had happened in the course of my life that had impaired, for a time, my ability to experience as fully as before the positive meanings of all the various goodies life has to offer.


And that point, I pondered that phrase "as fully as before."  Why should that be the standard?  "A" standard, yes-- but not "the" standard.  Even before this time of prolonged siege, my own capacity for being filled with my experience of meaning had been both finite and fluctuating.  There had been enough pain and difficulty in earlier times of my life that, perhaps as a self-protective adaptation, there were some ways, as I'd observed of myself along the way, I tended to shut down.  Not necessarily more than most other people-- in many ways perhaps less.  But more than some, I felt, more than a handful of people I'd met who'd seemed quite intensely alive, their hearts quite open.  (Had they been born with special abilities, I wondered, or blessed with circumstances they'd not had to defend themselves from, or was their openness a form of achievement, something gained by cultivating what was only an inborn potential or by overcoming earlier wounds?)  And, quite apart from comparing myself with others, I had always had a feeling that my heart tended to be less open to the experience of meaning than, in some sense, I'd been born to be-- that very early on some price had been paid to pain and fear.  


A little Emerson in me.  And probably, as someone had suggested on the forum, in all of us.


"Be all that you can be" had always been a good motto for me in my strivings, but I'd always had a sense of being less, in terms of sheer openness to the flows of life's meanings, than I might have been.  I'd experienced fully enough to sense that the richness is always there, in some potential sense, the way that we are all continually walking among radio signals from stations all over.  The question always seemed to be about one's ability to receive the signal, and then one's ability to have the signal play forth in its full high fidelity and stereo form.


But, ah yes, there was --again-- the fact that not all of the signals were wonderful to hear played fully.  It seemed almost reflexive for me to think of experiencing meaning in positive terms, but that was in part because for me the alternative was to feel less.  For Molly, the alternative had a more agonizing dimension-- having not less feeling but, rather, terrible feeling.  


"Therefore choose life" was not, really, such a no-brainer.  We're all of us choosing less life all the time, in some way.  Or perhaps, like Molly apparently, tempted to choose against life.


Yet life is all we have.


After traversing such a sequence of thoughts, I decided to take a shower and change into clothes I'd not worn for running.  In the shower, some thoughts congealed in my mind.  And as soon as I was dried and dressed I went downstairs to compose a message to send to the forum.


"This discussion has prompted me to think about my own life, with respect to some of the underlying issues we've been touching upon lately.  How much choice do we have about how we experience meaning?  How much are we circumscribed by necessity or accident or fate?  What is the range of our control of our destiny?  How much are we responsible for what happens to us?  What governs how well we're able to live our lives with a rich sense of positive meaning?


"Big questions, in every sense of the word-- too big for me to want to do anything more than touch on a few points that seem to me crucial.


"First, about responsibility.  Some people have a belief in a kind of 'free will' that leads them to be attached to the idea of blame.  Not to get into this free will business, about which I've written more than once, I just want to say that I see no place for the kind of placing of blame about which  Molly expressed concern a while ago.  Even when people make choices, I would argue, their choices are also, in some ultimate sense, the fruit of the world out of which they grew.


"Nonetheless, people do make choices.  We all experience --all the time-- some range of choice.  And in some sense we are called upon to hold ourselves responsible for how we make those choices.  More than that, I would say that this responsibility is more a gift than a burden.


"The range of our ‘actually possible’ choices is more limited than our ‘conceivable’ choices.  That means, for one thing, that I think it is certainly true that for many people, in any given moment, to drink Tom's cup of water in that ecstatic frame of mind he so vividly conjured up for us is not really an option.  If one is in a 'pit,' as Molly described her depression, one cannot just reach up and pluck the juicy apple off the high branch.  And I would say that we all spend time --just moments, perhaps, or maybe days or years, or in some cases even a lifetime-- in pits of one depth or another.  


"From a pit to a mound, the journey is rarely a single step.  The mound is not to be had now.  Sometimes, then, the only choice available is perhaps some step that may lead over time to still happier choices.  With my own struggle some years back with what I have since come to see as (at least in part) a depression, I had no choice not to be depressed, but I could and did choose, for example, to move with my family to a place where I'd be surrounded by beauty, and though this was not a magic pill that led the depression to vanish quickly, it did bathe my spirit in something nourishing that played a positive role in my recovery.


"And how about the role of choice in one's descent into a pit?  Here, I think, the question is the same as for any other of the aspects of one's destiny.  If a child is born into an abusive family, where was the role of 'choice' in falling into the pit that, almost inevitably, will be carved out by that experience of growing up?  In subsequent life, we of course make choices about where to go, and so our choices can confer upon us some responsibility for where we end up.  But choice is not everything.  Somebody who drives drunk recklessly invites a disastrous outcome.  Even careful drivers, however, can sometimes be blindsided.


"Which leads in a way to that issue of whether something like depression should be understood as an adaptation of the organism or as a form of damage, whether it's like a fever that the body uses to heal itself of an infection or whether it is like a leg broken in a car accident.  I hope I'm not being wishy-washy in suggesting that I think it can be both.  Life inflicts wounds, which are damaging, and we adapt to them.


"Looking at my own episode, I can see how an agonizing situation may have produced a kind of shut-down, the way certain kinds of pain sensors can be naturally anaesthetized when the body suffers a physical trauma.  But I also see the adaptation as being, itself, a kind of wound.  I dealt with a prolonged trauma, but I observe that once the external stress had been relieved, something in my organism that had been reset in a possibly 'adaptive' (depressive) mode seemed to get stuck in that shape, so that the adaptation then represented only damage.


"Body workers I've worked with have spoken the same way about physical trauma, where the body continues to store up various tensions and deformations surrounding old places of trauma, and where the achievement of the free and healthy functioning of the organism requires the body worker to go in a break up that ancient adaptation so that the life-force can flow again.


"So the whole thing --and by 'whole thing' I guess I mean something like 'our challenge in life'-- involves an intricate and interactive dance between our necessities and our freedom, what life imposes on us and whatever range of choice that leaves to us.  Wherever we are, with whatever mix of suffering and joy is naturally flowing or is threatening or is within our grasp, we have available to us a set of options to open ourselves more to the experience of meaning or to protect ourselves more from it, to orient ourselves toward one set or another of the available experiences.  


"Just as life is all we have, so also, within life, the making of choices is all we can do.  ANDY"
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