Chapter 12

Meaning and Connection:

Groping for Wholeness


The next morning, I found two messages awaiting me.


One was from Herman, and it was one of his suggestive but all-too-terse missives.  "I've got the intuitive feeling," Herman wrote, "that from among all the ideas that have floated in our discussions here there are to be found the necessary pieces from which can be assembled a satisfactory answer to the question of 'meaning' with which we began.  (Or at least as satisfactory as the answer to that question can be.)  HERMAN."


Meanwhile, the other message was from Martin.  "One thing that has emerged for me out of this fascinating discussion of trauma and depression is a haunting feeling of the vulnerability --the fragility-- of this whole domain of meaning and our experience of it.  


"It's really scary how this whole realm --that some of us (including me!) want to see as being some inviolable castle of Eternal Meanings-- is built upon sand.  Get hit in the head the wrong way and the moral dimension disappears from your world.  Experience pain that's too intense for too long, and the world can lose its meaning.  MARTIN."


For the short run, Herman's alluring message was left dangling unattended in the forum, but Martin's comment produced some quick and brief responses.


"The heart of what's scary to me, Martin, is the 'thingness' of us," wrote James.  "What we inhabit are not any 'inviolable castles' but rather these bodies with all the vulnerabilities that flesh is heir to.  That's where 'meaning' happens, and as the instrument is subject to change and distortions, so also are all the notes that are struck on it.  Life is but an accident, vulnerable to being transformed utterly by further accident."


"The hankering for the fixed and eternal," wrote Leo next, "is an old (though not eternal) human story.  Listen to the love songs. They always croon about a love that will 'never die' --that will outlast the Rockies, for example.  But it's not just the lover but also the beloved that has this accursed thingness, with all the temporariness and changeability that implies.  The beautiful lady lying next to one, the object of one's eternal affection, could in an unfortunate instant be struck brain-dead.  What's to love then?   LEO"


"That vulnerability of flesh and blood to change led old St. Augustine to turn to God," Peter chimed in.  "He wanted to devote his love to something that was beyond change, that couldn't be struck brain-dead or sent into oblivion by the mere passage of time as can the beloveds that are confined to bodies, with their 'thingness.'"


"Positing, as Augustine did, some eternal object of one's deeply-felt meanings does not solve the problem of the fragility of the instrument that experiences those meanings," Carrey said.  "Augustine might have been comforted to walk along contemplating the image of some God-beyond-change, but while he was thus rapt in rapture a tree might nonetheless have fallen on his head."


"That's where one's eternal soul comes in," Ken replied.  "The falling tree might kill the body of Augustine.  But his soul would endure, and be able to remain enraptured with his eternal God, a God who transcends the temporal and changeable."


"I think we've been here before," Carrey wrote back.  "Your 'eternal soul' idea seems impossible to refute so long as the tree kills Augie.  But what if the tree damages him the way Theresa's uncle was damaged in the steel mill?  What if he lives on but with an instrument of consciousness that, though capable of thoughts and feelings, has been rendered incapable of loving that image of the eternal God?  Where is that eternal, God-loving soul then?"


"Yes, let me clarify a bit further what's scariest to me about our fragility," wrote Martin, returning to the exchange that his comment had set off.  "It's not just that we can lose something precious, it is the implication of that fragility for that whole issue of 'standing' that we've been wrestling with all this while:  what does it mean about the nature --about the reality-- of meaning that it can come and go, change or remain the same, according to the arbitrary vicissitudes of this thing we live in, this changeable body?"


It was the response elicited from James by this question from Martin that took our conversation in a different, and I thought intriguing direction.

Connections


"Yes, our vulnerability is indeed frightening to confront," James began.  "When you bring up the ideas of 'arbitrariness' and 'standing' --suggesting that it is not just we who are fragile and fleeting but also meaning itself that comes and goes and can be twisted and reshaped according to the vicissitudes of the instrument on which we register it-- I'm not sure that particular concern follows logically (or theologically).


"Here's another one of those places we've been before-- but which I think may be worth revisiting in this context.  I'm referring to Earl's original idea about the health of the organism.  To say that we are not guaranteed organismic health is not the same as to say that there's no such thing as health, or that health is an arbitrary concept.  The word 'health' comes from the same root as 'whole.'  And I would say that our ability to register meanings rightly --and yes, I do think there is a 'rightly' in this dimension, just as Earl tried to argue earlier-- depends upon the wholeness of our organism, i.e. whether everything in our ‘instrument’ is put together right.


"How we experience depends on whether our connections are intact," James continued.  "The relevant connections may be as concrete and specifiable as the matter of whether our optic nerve has been severed, thus producing blindness to visible light.  Similarly, if less specifiably, the damaged brain of Theresa's uncle presumably lost some of its connections and thus lost the ability to experience a genuine aspect of our reality, the dimension of its moral meanings.  


"Our instruments are indeed vulnerable, and our ability to register meanings is dependent on how intact our organism is, how well the connections among the parts of our natural system remain.  JAMES."

           "To which I would add," Jonathan wrote next, "that we can also suffer a loss of meaning from a severing of connections of a less physical sort.  In trauma, for example, people can suffer from the kind of 'disconnect' that's called 'dissociation.'  The pain or fear connected with the experience can be so overwhelming that the person splits off from that experiencing self.  In extreme cases, it can take the form of multiple personalities-- the invention of new 'persons' that the traumatized can inhabit to be able to escape from too close a connection with the pain.  But a more subtle form of disconnection can occur as a means of self-protection, as we explored earlier (e.g. in relation to Viktor Frankl's memoir of the concentration camp experience).  The injury breaks down the bond that would prevail under conditions of psychological and emotional health.  The person gets separated from the experience of the meaning of what is happening.  The experience of meaning is diminished or lost but, I would argue, not the meaning itself.  JONATHAN"

          Something in this dance was familiar.  There was the scariness that attaches to how our instrument for registering meaning is vulnerable and impermanent-- reminding me of the ways that Carl and Barry had first interpreted my haunted feeling that day in West Virginia when this whole exploration was launched.  And then there's the scariness implied in what Jonathan was saying about trauma, and that Molly had more directly indicated:  that there is no guarantee that experiencing meaning fully is a good thing, so that deadening oneself might at those times be adaptive.  And then there's the scariness that Martin brought back to the fore, that I had declared to be at the core of my unease:  that meaning itself --which is the only thing that really matters, the only thing that can matter-- might not have any firm standing in reality, that it might be just a garment that we create out of our own chemistry and wiring and that’s entirely separable from the things we regard as “meaningful.”  

         For the moment, though, it was not these issues that captivated us, but the still unfolding associations that were coalescing around the idea of 'connections.'


"Funny you should bring up 'connections,'" wrote Mike.  "That's the very word that's been floating around in my mind in pondering this matter of 'meanings.'  But I was thinking about connections in a different way.  I was thinking about how one of the main ways we get to experience the meaningfulness of things is to apprehend how they are in fact connected with other things.


"This notion seems embedded in a lot of the ways we think about meaning.  We perhaps alluded to this earlier when we spoke of how those dark clouds on the horizon may 'mean' that rain is coming.  In other words, the phenomenon that might not seem so meaningful if seen in isolation becomes more freighted with meaning when we perceive the ways that it connects with larger patterns, with the network of causes and effects. MIKE"


"What you say, Mike, reminds me of some of my thoughts about education," wrote Molly.  "I used to be a school counselor, and over those several years I had a lot of conversations with students about the boredom they felt in the classroom.  'None of it means anything,' was the gist of their complaint.  I recall that when we excavated their dissatisfaction with the way they were taught, what was missing was that sense of connection that you're talking about.  True, at one level, part of the missing connection involved that old issue of 'relevance,' i.e. it stemmed from the failure of the teachers to help the students to perceive how the subject matter connected to their own lives (beyond, of course, having to regurgitate the stuff for exams to get decent grades, etc.).  But another part of that missing connection involved the failure to satisfy the students' hunger to see how all the various facts and other discrete bits of learning fit together into any coherent picture.  If they were given no way of knitting the pieces into some larger whole, the whole educational enterprise seemed to the students 'meaningless.'  MOLLY"


"A kindred sort of 'connection' has been hovering around in my mind as this conversation has unfolded," said Adam next.  "The central concept for me in my craft is the idea of the 'story,' so I've given a lot of thought to the role that stories play in people's lives.  Not only the formal stories of the fiction writer, but also the kind of stories that all of us walk around with all the time in our minds, that indeed --I would say-- we profoundly rely upon to give any sense of meaning to our lives.  The narrative, for example, that you use to supply yourself with a 'life story,’ with form and direction:  how your mom and dad met, how you arrived at the profession you now practice, how your worldview evolved to what it is today-- whatever is the narrative by which you understand the course of your life as something more than a random series of unconnected dots.


"Indeed, that's what stories do:  they give meaning by drawing connections.  That's true not only for individuals, but also for whole peoples.  Every people needs to have a narrative to explain who they are and how they got there.  You can see it in the Bible, with the oral tradition's recitation of the 'begats' to show the children of Israel their place in a meaningful sequence, and with the story of the covenant using the deal struck by their 'fathers' to frame their meaningful role in the cosmic process.  And so, too, more or less effectively, do our schools try to give our children a story in which to place themselves.  'We declared Independence," just like, in another setting, the children are told 'We were slaves in Egypt.'  


"People without a story are people cut off from meaning.  ADAM"


"Yes, I believe we're onto something here," Earl chimed in.  "Connections are really at the core of what makes information meaningful.  I think of that progression that's sometimes presented --perhaps it could be considered a scale toward ever-increasing meaningfulness-- from 'information,' to 'knowledge,' to 'wisdom.'  What differentiates one level from the one before it, I would suggest, is the extent to which connections have been made.  When connections are made, patterns emerge, and it becomes possible to understand the significance of each piece in the puzzle.  A mere datum becomes meaningful when it is understood as a clue to some larger truth. EARL"


"Your mentioning of 'clues,' Earl, puts me in mind of what I found most exciting in my own field of depth psychology."  This was Barry.  "What first drew me into the field was my enchantment with the way psychological interpretation would enable one to infer larger patterns from seemingly 'meaningless' behaviors.  It has been remarked in the psychoanalytic literature how Freud's manner of working --as with his interpretation of 'Freudian slips'--was like that of a detective.  The little bits of information that are passed without notice by the Inspector Lestrades among us –you remember, he was Sherlock Holmes’s flatfooted flatfoot-- were (to the master psychological detective) clues to a realm of meaningful structures --of interconnections-- in the depths of the human psyche.  A little error of speech became meaningful by virtue of the connections Freud drew to powerful but hidden psychic forces.  


"I no longer operate so strictly as I once did within the Freudian interpretive scheme.  But the fundamental insight remains crucial to the therapeutic work I do, as well as to my passion for the work-- I mean the insight that there are truly 'meanings' to be found in the superficially incoherent data of our lives, and that those meanings derive from seeing how the pieces are connected.  I regularly see how powerfully moved people can be by the force of a single apt interpretation, a making of connections that suddenly reveals how the disparate pieces of their lives hang meaningfully together.  They can be liberated by becoming aware of a pattern that reveals the underlying motivational structure that has driven --and often imprisoned-- them.  BARRY"


"What you're saying, Barry, about the kick one gets from a right-on interpretive insight is not confined to the domain of depth psychology," began the next message, from Leo.  "As an intellectual, I get a good portion of my experiences of meaning from ideas.  Among the most exciting moments of my life are times when an insight will suddenly break through the chaos, revealing how one thing connects with another.  


"One recollection of mine --also from college-- concerns a connection I suddenly 'saw' one night when I was reading an account of the way the Romans built their roads.  Aside from the fact that all roads lead there, another little datum about the Roman roads concerned how determined the Romans were to make their roads straight.  No yielding to the topography of the ground-- at least not if they could help it.  The connection that suddenly leapt to my mind was that the Romans’ way of dealing with the land was much like their way of dealing with the societies around them.  Both these data, it struck me, were connected by a mindset.  It was a mindset of dominance-- the same spirit being brought to bear upon two very different dimensions of their reality, yielding straight roads in one case and a world-girding empire in the other.  


"It was seeing the kinship between the two expressions of dominance that gave me great intellectual pleasure.  It was the pleasure of seeing –through grasping an underlying reality that connected the two phenomena-- the deeper meaning of the two phenomena.  LEO"


Leo's sharing of his moment of insight into Roman roads brought a couple of my own "Aha!" moments of connection-discovering to my mind, and I decided to support the present conversation by sharing them at least briefly.  "I know exactly what you mean, Leo," I began, "though I hadn't exactly thought of it that way.  If I think of the peak moments in my own creative life, I can see that they have to do with seeing a connection between apparently separate elements, and discovering through that perception some deeper meaning that stirred my soul.


"Two of my favorite of my shorter pieces illustrate that point.  


"One of those pieces was called 'The Mind of the Breadbaker,' and the heart of the piece is my realization that the baking of bread is really a form of agriculture.  What I'd seen was that the mind that figured out how to bake leavened bread --to grow the crop of yeast in the soil of the ground grain-- was itself cultivated by the ongoing (and at that time altogether revolutionary) experience of maintaining human life through the practice of agri- or horticulture.  Seeing that connection, I thought I had a new understanding of the meaning of the innovation of making that fundamental food that, by biblical times, was called the staff of life.  (I saw that bread-making was a kind of farming, one in which the soil was the ground grain while the crop was the yeast.)


"The second of my favorite little pieces was called 'To Live Free from the Grip of Terror.'  The piece is a weaving into a narrative of various connections only one of which I'll mention here.  It has to do with something that occurred to me one night at the Kennedy Center, when I was attending a concert to celebrate the founding of the United Nations.  This celebration occurred on the eve of the first major summit between Presidents Reagan and Gorbachov --at a time when the cold war had seemed more dangerous than since we'd gone to the brink of annihilation in the 1960s. Standing in front of the Kennedy Center, I saw a connection between the architecture of the doorways --visually, the doorways looked like they were sixty feet high, as if built for giants to walk through-- and the kind of posturing that had characterized the balance of terror between the two nuclear rivals during the long cold war standoff.  My little epiphany was somewhat like what you said about the Roman roads, Leo:  I suddenly saw a couple of apparently very unconnected things as connected through their both being expressions of the same mentality.


"Anyway, yes, meaning definitely is connected with connection.  ANDY"


When I sent out my message, two other quickies arrived together, although they'd been posted about fifteen minutes apart, and one was written in response to the other.  In the first, Brian wrote:  "It has long been a fundamental article of faith of mine that everything is connected with everything else."  To which Charlie then responded, "Yeah, but some connections are more equal than others."


At this point, a short message came in that for the first time referred back to Herman's tantalizing little communication about our having the elements in hand to assemble a satisfactory answer to the question of meaning.  It was from Earl.  "So Herman, just what are these elements you referred to, and how do they together yield an answer?"  I imagined Herman responding, internally at least with something like "I thought you'd never ask," and I looked forward to seeing what he'd present us.  But for the time being, at least, there was nothing forthcoming from Herman, and the conversation continued along the lines we'd been pursuing, exploring the connection between "connections" and meaning. 


"All this about things being made meaningful by the ways --and to the extent-- that they are tied to other things in a larger picture reminds me of what James said to Martin a long while back."  This was Walt.  "James spoke of 'the keystone in the arch' dimension of reality, suggesting that --with respect to that dimension of 'meaning' that we call 'importance'-- some elements truly are more important in purely objective terms because more things depend upon them than on other things.  In other words, because they are nodes in the pattern of interconnection.  It seems to me that what Leo and Andy have just been describing is the excitement they've experienced upon unearthing one or another of those nexes.  In each of the three cases they provide, it was a mindset that they'd uncovered that served as the nodal point.  Their excitement, then, comes from discovering these keystones in the arches of our reality, i.e., those important elements upon which the other pieces lean.  WALT"


Walt's statement elicited a pair of quick responses, both challenging to Walt's apparent sanguinity about having established a foundation for the standing of such meanings.  One --from Carl-- was quite brief:  "'More important in purely objective terms,' you say.  Didn't that way of thinking end up as dead as a hundred ladybugs on the windowsill?"


[Carrey, too, responded to Walt.  "If I recall," he began, "Martin wasn't satisfied with that way of affirming the 'standing' of his sense of the importance of what he had seen.”  (Carrey was presumably referring to Martin's perception of that family --in all its mammalian glory-- walking on the slope.)   “Martin just didn't see how the keystone could ultimately buttress the validity of his feeling of the importance of his insight.  After all, how did the ‘objective reality’ of any conceptual arch prove that it matters whether the arch stands or falls? 


"And it would seem to me that this most recent discussion of connection-and-meaning suffers from the same unbridgeable gap --between what is and the meaning or value of what is.  What we've just been talking about has to do with the ways that various phenomena are linked by objective causal connections.  It's true that some of us apparently share the propensity to experience a sense of meaningfulness when we confront these arguably objective patterns of relationships.  But that doesn't prove that any of this is 'really' meaningful --i.e. important, or exciting, or wonderful-- in the sense that Martin and others here have wanted to establish it to be.  CARREY.]


"I'm glad you raised that issue, Carrey," wrote Sylvia in the next message to appear, "because it opens the way for me to share another dimension of the idea of 'connection' as it relates to this business of the 'experience of meaning.'  I'd been groping toward this idea since a good deal earlier in our discussions.  But only recently, when we started doing these riffs on the idea of 'connection' did it coalesce into something I could imagine articulating.


"What I was focusing on was the way that meaning is all about how we are connected with things.  Maybe this is just another way of saying that meaning is what makes things matter to us; I don't know.  But when we say something is 'important,' or that it is 'valuable,' or that it's 'beautiful,' I think what we are expressing is the nature of the connection between ourselves and the thing we find meaningful.  And with respect to the issue of 'standing,' I would maintain that the meaning is real because the connection is real.  


"My beloved is 'really beautiful' because my experience of his beauty says something true about what he means to me.  The headline 'War Breaks Out' is really important, because it might tear the guts out of my life.  What my child tells me about her day at school is really interesting because I am connected with her life genetically, emotionally, practically.  My experiences of meaning tell me continually about the meaning of my experience:  they tell me about the ways that all the components of my world are related to me and my destiny and that of the life that may come through me.  Am I making any sense?  SYLVIA"


"It makes a lot of sense to me," Barry responded.  "We keep on looking 'out there' to find the basis for something's having 'standing.’  Like it has to be outside of us to be really real. I think this reflects some cultural pathology of ours, some way our minds have been warped by what was called here the 'Objectivism' embedded in modern Western civilization's way of thinking about the nature of such fundamental things as 'truth' and 'reality.'


"But relationships are real.  Objectively real, in a fundamental sense.  Our experience of these relationships registers in terms of meanings, and these, too, are valid.  But not valid in the wholly 'out there' sense of our objective science.  We keep on knocking on a place in the wall where there is no door.


"Look.  Here's another place we've been before, this Catch-22.  Martin's not satisfied by someone showing that his insight captures the keystone in some arch out there, because it doesn't relate to the feeling he has that's so central to the experience of meaning.  But then if we talk about that feeling, some declare that this is just subjective, and so it can't have any standing in 'reality.'  So we keep on circling the castle walls, looking for a way in, thinking where we are just isn’t a secure place to stand.


"It's got to do with our tendency to exclude the experiential dimension from the realm of 'reality.'  BARRY"


"You're onto something, Barry.  The definitions embedded in our mindset lock us into some of these apparent problems."  This was Dan.  And when I saw this message, I realized it had been a while since we'd heard from him.  And then I remembered he'd not yet responded to my back-channel question to him from several days before, where I'd asked for his thoughts about my doing my book on meaning as a transcript of these discussions. 


"Part of the issue is, as you say, about the way our culture defines 'reality.'   And then there's another part (which we've also visited before):  the logical implications of our way of understanding the meaning of 'meaning.'


"It was noted before," Dan continued, "that the very way we've defined meaning --in terms of the felt nature of our experience-- makes it inescapable that we will not find something that’s entirely separate from subjectivity that can establish the 'truth' of our experience of meaning.  Yet it has also been argued persuasively that it is appropriate --even necessary-- to define meaningfulness in terms of the quality of our subjective experience.  


"Here we come to Sylvia's point about meaning being about 'how we are connected with things.'  Can we even imagine describing something as 'important' in the absence of someone to whom it is important?  Or 'exciting' with no reference to anyone who experiences excitement in relation to it?  (It’s true that old Aristotle wrote about thing being “pleasant in themselves,” but it’s far from clear what the hell he meant –or could mean—by that.)  If no one responded --or would respond if she were able to behold it-- to something with the feeling of its beauty, is there any way we could say of it that it is beautiful?  I think not.


"By the most sensible definition of the concepts under discussion here, the standing of the experience of meaning is validated by the reality of the relationship that it describes.  BARRY"


"That's pretty interesting, Barry," Peter responded next, "but I'm not sure that it scratches any very important itch.  What I hear you having just proved --at least to your own evident satisfaction-- is the inescapability of a profoundly relativistic notion of values.  If these dimensions of value do not exist objectively --i.e. independently of our undependable selves-- then it seems to me we are compelled to forfeit claims to any genuine standards of value.  If our values are merely subjective --if they are to be arbitrarily determined by whatever any individual idiosyncratically happens to feel-- then we're afloat in a world that is, really, without values.  PETER."


Peter's posting elicited a flurry of several responses all making essentially the same point:  that the notion that subjective reaction is inherently 'arbitrary' or 'idiosyncratic'--and this was another of those 'places' that, it was noted, we'd been before-- was fallacious.  Perhaps the most cogent of these responses was from James, whose message ended with the passage:  "Carrey mentioned not long ago how 'some of us apparently share the propensity to experience a sense of meaningfulness' in relation to the same kind of thing.  (In this case it was Leo and Andy getting off on the perception of patterns, or connections, or 'nodes' of relatedness in the world.)  One might almost think that it was some kind of coincidence.  But of course, it is not.


"This particular intellectual pleasure can stand as representative of a very wide spectrum of 'shared meanings' that we can discern among people.  Imagine how lonely it would be if our meanings were as arbitrary and idiosyncratic as some of you seem to think they would have to be if we were to conclude that the experience of meaning inherently involves subjective experience.  But our widely shared meanings are the heart of our shared humanity.  


"Let me recall another point touched on before:  Why should it be harder to grasp the objective validity of those shared meanings than to acknowledge that we share an incredibly intricate common anatomy?  Of course there are individual differences at the anatomical level, but these are trivial in comparison with what we each share with all the others of our kind.  We share a basic design, and that design includes many such 'propensities' regarding our experience of meaning.


"Yet the stuff of anatomy is given objective standing, while meaning is not.  It's not just because, admittedly, meanings are far more subject to being shaped by learning, and the experience from which learning derives can be far more idiosyncratic.  No, I suspect that --as others here seem to be suggesting-- it is because our culture's 'Objectivism' places obstacles in the way of our regarding experience and consciousness as real.  This bias prevents us from understanding that what happens inside us provides us with valid clues about the truth of our universe no less than--albeit in a different way from-- the arms-distance approach to knowledge of our 'objective' science.  DAN"


I felt some deep realization starting to crystallize for me.  On the one hand, I felt some uneasiness at the way we seemed to be repeating ourselves, as if we were stuck in orbit around some massive confusion.  But at the same time, it also seemed that the repetition also wielded a kind of power, that the shell round this confusion was tough enough that one had to strike it and bounce off many times before it began to crack. As it was, this crystallizing realization remained very sketchy and hard to get hold of.  

“This realization seemed to be emerging in response not only to what Dan had just written, but also in response to the earlier comments from Sylvia and Barry about how meaning is a matter of how we are connected with things, and about relationship having some objective standing.  But while I was groping to get hold of whatever I had glimpsed in the peripheral vision of my mind's eye, the conversation on the forum turned in a somewhat different direction, and I let myself be carried along on that current.


"Yes, this idea of 'shared meaning' seems to me awfully important," began the message from Brenda, who'd written originally about the ladybugs.  "What Dan said about how lonely it would be if we were indeed all shut off in our own wholly private and idiosyncratic world of meaning is very evocative, and it also calls attention to how true and important it is that we connect with one another all the time in the experience of meaning.  


"Of course it is also true that some of our meanings are private.  And it's true that we can't fully enter into the skin of someone else and know precisely what they are experiencing.  But still the connections that we make among us by virtue of the sharing of our experiences of meaning are absolutely essential to our humanity.  Our ability to convey our meanings and to find resonance in other people is, I would suggest, indispensable to our own experience of meaning.  Our lives would be virtually meaningless without those connections we forge through the bonds of shared meanings.  BRENDA"


"Yes, there's truth to that," Jonathan jotted into the forum.  "One of the essential meanings in human reality does come from the experience of our kindredness, our connectedness to one another.  In Christianity, it involves the experience of the brotherhood of man under the Fatherhood of God.  But even in less universal religions, there is at the core of the experience of meaning a sense of the connectedness among the community of believers, or of the society.  JONATHAN"


"You refer, Brenda, to the importance for us of finding resonance in others to our own experience of meaning," began the next message, from Carrey.  "And I wholly agree. But I was thinking earlier about the other direction in that exchange of meanings --the direction in which we are the recipients of the shared experiences of others-- and how vital that is to me.


"Dan called attention to how lonely it would be to be trapped in a wholly private world.  The point I want to make is how narrow would be our experiential realm if we were thus isolated.


"I was thinking about this when we were discussing earlier how the arts contribute to our experience of meaning.  I kept this idea to myself then, as it seemed peripheral to what we were then exploring (namely, how we're able to create meanings).  But it seems germane now to share my realization of how impoverished my own experience of meaning would be if I did not enjoy the blessing of access to the many experiential realms that --thanks to the richness of our cultural heritage-- others have made accessible for us to enter into vicariously.


"I'm not denying that the course of our own lives --with all the experiences our lives bring, and all the spaces we enter into through our dreams and other fantasies-- bring us a wealth of different experiential spaces, with a tapestry of nuances and 'constellations' of feeling and images (as we were discussing earlier).  Even our dogs and cats, I would surmise, get some such richness of experience in their lives.  


"But how much broader and deeper is the palette of colorations of meaning for us creatures who can enter into Juliet's youthful female passion, and Debussy's dreamy impressions of the afternoon of a fawn, and Eduard Munch's pain of a silent scream!  I feel so privileged to have --in the whole spectrum of meanings that I contain within me-- all those vivid and diverse experiential spaces that my fellow human beings have invited me into, and that I would likely never have encountered were I just trapped within my own skin, seeing only through my own eyes.  CARREY"


"I expect that many of us intellectuals under-estimate the centrality of this aspect of 'experiential meaning' --this nuance of coloration-- in the communications among people," wrote Leo.  "We tend to think it's all a matter of content in some objective sense.  But I tend to think that it's really meaning --in the sense we've been using it, of 'meaningfulness,' with its rich palette of felt experience-- that we mostly convey to each other.


"In this context, I think of a joke I heard many years ago.  In the middle of his busy work day, a man who's in charge of a busy company is told by his assistant that a telegram has arrived from his son, a young man away at college.  The man, feeling pressed for time, asks the assistant to open the telegram and read it to him.  Whereupon the assistant reads, in a very down-to-business tone, 'Am really strapped for cash.  Please send money.'  The father, hearing the imperious tone, says to the assistant, 'Who does he think he is.  Wire him back, “Fend for yourself.”'  A few minutes later, the man's wife comes in, sees the telegram from their son on the desk and reads it aloud.  In her reading, the tone is plaintive and beseeching.  'Am really strapped for cash.  Please send money.'   After the father hears this reading, he declares, 'Why didn't he say so in the first place?  Send him whatever he needs!'  LEO"


Walt then took this line of thinking a bit further.  "I recently sat in on a discussion where people were talking about the teachers that really made a difference in their lives.  After about an hour of such sharing, a common theme in the accounts really stood out.  What the important teachers seemed to have in common --what gave them the power to have an impact on their students-- was the excitement they had for their subject.  They loved the subject matter, and they had the ability to convey that love to their students.  To be a student in the class of such a teacher was to receive not just a plain 'body of knowledge' but that body well-ensconced in the glowing garment of enthusiasm.


"Again and again, people were saying things like, 'Her love of literature was contagious.' 'He would just stand back and marvel at how "nifty" or how "elegant" a mathematical proof was, and he'd turn to us and point to what he found so marvelous, and the wonder in his face and the excitement in his voice would evoke a feeling of wonder in us at the beauty of the mathematics.'  And then people would tell about how, ever after, their own experience of that subject matter would be imbued with the feeling of wonderment or excitement or beauty that the teacher had taught them to experience in relation to it.  Sometimes that meant, simply, that they could go, say, to a museum and discover meaning there.  Whatever domain the teacher had opened to them would continue to enrich their lives.  And sometimes this even meant that they would grow up to devote themselves to this realm of meaning, following in their teacher's footsteps.


"The lesson in all this, I would say, is like what Brenda was saying:  that the sharing of meaning is one of the most powerful forces at work in the molding and expression of our humanity.  WALT"


Walt's message stimulated three responses that came in almost together.  The one first in line was from Adam.  "As an artist of a kind," Adam wrote, "I sometimes think about how meaning can get communicated from one soul to another.  Here's one person, with some kind of meaningful vision of things in his mind and heart.  And he wants to create something that someone else will somehow take in and that will reconstitute that original experiential vision in the soul of that second person.  


"There's metaphor that comes to my mind --drawing upon the technology of a bygone era-- that captures a part of this process.  When I was a lot younger, I was struck by the mathematical elegance of how music got made and unmade and remade in the recording process.  First there's the performance, where there is real music.  The vibrations created by the sound of that music caused (through a few steps) subtle grooves to be molded into vinyl records.  The record is like the work of art.  Then the record is played on a different machine, causing the needle to move in ways that get amplified into the music that comes out through the speakers.  The music that got performed is like the experience of meaning in the soul of the artist, or other communicator.  And the music that is later heard in the room of the player of the record is like the reproduction of that experience of meaning in the soul of the person who resonates with the vision of the artist.  ADAM"


Virtually simultaneous with Adam's message was one from Renata, from whom we'd not heard in a while.  "I regard great singers the way Walt spoke about great teachers.  I mean, what's really coming through in the music with a great singer --like an Aretha Franklin or, yes, even like Walt's Frank Sinatra-- is a feeling state.  I studied voice when I was younger, and even did some singing professionally in coffee houses when I was in my twenties, and so I looked into what the art of song was really about.  And I decided that what separated the great ones from the rest was that the best could convey the emotional meanings that went into the songs –the music and the words—and could evoke in the hearts of the listeners that very same feeling.  RENATA"


And the third message of that batch came from Sylvia.  "Walt's talking about the contagion of the feeling that a great teacher has for her subject matter reminded me of an experience I had a while back taking my kids to see the Disney movie Tarzan.  It's really a charming movie; I found it very evocative of feelings, mostly simple feelings.  It conveys a great many marvelous meanings from a realm of open-hearted innocence.


"As I sat there, being moved in spite of my adult sophistications, I became aware of some of the techniques by which the Disney artists managed to evoke the 'experience of meaning' they were aiming for.  What I saw was that these Disney animators were geniuses --all right, they were highly skilled-- at depicting facial expressions that powerfully and unambiguously captured the emotional states of the characters.  More than that, they captured them in a way that pulled us, the viewers, into a particular emotional relationship with them.  They opened a clear window into these fictitious souls, and thereby could play upon our souls like Bach upon an organ.  


"And I believe they were playing notes of a universal kind.  It is not at all hard for me to imagine that wherever on the planet this show is screened, regardless of the language and the cultural background of the viewers, the language of facial expressions the Disney animators utilize in their art will convey essentially the same set of meanings --will evoke the same set of feelings-- as my children and I experienced when we saw the film.  SYLVIA"


This led into a discussion that I found intriguing, but that also seemed to me something of a digression.  I could see how it connected with what had gone before, but I felt some unmet need, too, for the conversation to regain something of a coherent thrust.   Anyway, the topic of this little thread --perhaps stimulated by Sylvia's comments about the techniques of the Disney animators-- was the general question of the means by which people, in their acts of communication, can evoke in others a replication of their own experience of meaning.


Part of the impetus behind this line of discussion seemed to be the desire, on the part for example of Leo and Brian, to make sure that we understood that artistry is also a matter of technique, and not just a simple and primitive contagion of feeling.  "Maybe you can make people laugh by standing on the stage and laughing," Brian wrote, "as we are animals for whom laughter is a contagious behavior.  But a great stand-up comic is one who knows how to craft a joke.  'Comedy,' as has famously been said, 'is hard.'"


Leo, for his part, supplied us with a luxuriantly indirect sentence from Melville, and called our attention to the way the sentence carries us along through an experiential space that is only partly a function of the content of the sentence as a whole but that is also molded by Melville's way of crafting that sentence so that it is only as we reach the end of the sentence that we understand fully what the sentence was about.  "The author leaves us heaving on something like the very waves he is writing about," Leo said, "suspended in an ambiguity of our position, so that it is not until the sentence passes its trough at the middle and heaves us up toward the crest at the close that we become aware of where we’ve been borne on the wave of Melville’s prose."   


And Leo concluded his disquisition by saying, "The art and craft of connecting with each other --of finding ways of sharing deeply our experiential spaces-- is a vital part of our humanity.  It begins with the whole phenomenon of languages, which are the collective creations of whole communities of people running through generations.  We build together the tools to be able to tell other people about what we see and what we think and feel.  And it reaches its apex in the creative geniuses who not only may see more than the rest of us, but who also master the art of using a language --whether it be the language of words, or images, or music, or whatever-- to recreate in the minds and hearts of their audience the experiential space they have discovered.  Without the arts that connect our minds, as Carrey said, we would know only our own private realms.  And we would be incapable of developing the richly nuanced, elaborate visions of the larger human experience that are available to us through our heritage as the cultural creatures we have become."


There was one other message along this thread of the discussion that I found captivating.  My friend Charlie wrote in to share an experience he'd had recently while reading a passage quoted in the "Readings" section of a back issue of Harper's magazine.  "In just a few paragraphs, this piece of writing managed to reach into me and give me a visceral experience.  Since I'd just been reading our discussion of 'connections' here, even while I was having the visceral literary experience I was also looking to see how it was that the author managed to be so effective.


"The piece was about Haiti, more specifically about the terrible death squads that terrorized the Haitian population in the 1990s before the international intervention.  He described how the thugs would murder those who challenged them, and then would leave the bodies lying on the streets as a warning to all the people.  The families of the victims would be afraid --for good reason-- to reclaim the bodies of their slain members, and be compelled to watch helplessly as the bodies lay there as rotting carrion.  


"Now, here's where the power of the piece came in:  he found an image to convey the utter humiliation and degradation these terrorized people were compelled to endure from these truly jackbooted thugs.


"In a few deft sentences, he describes how the bodies would be devoured by the roaming dogs, and then how the streets would be filled with the shit of these dogs, defecating the waste from their digestion of the flesh of these people.  Then come the thugs through the streets, and the shit of the dogs would get onto their boots.  And he pictures the families cowering as these thugs would track this excrement around the streets, the beloved turned into a stinky smear fouling the city.


"What I observe in the author's artistry is something about the capacity to choose the meaningful connection to highlight.  As Brian claimed a little while ago, everything is connected with everything else.  But the artist of words can choose the particular line of connection to draw --like the stroke of a master draftsman-- to capture for his viewers the essential meaning in the situation.  Here, in this Haitian piece, the writer conveys a vivid sense of the meaning of these murders --how repugnant and terrible are these crimes of cruelty and humiliation-- by delineating those connections that highlight the intentional and utterly debasing transformation of the flesh of a living and cherished human being into meat for dogs and then into shit on the boots of the murderers.  CHARLIE"


I found this fascinating.  I even started to think how this question --of the various techniques by which our creative communicators (such as artists and thinkers) manage to induce in others the experience of meaning that they're aiming for-- might by itself make a topic for a most interesting book.  But then a message that came in from Mike reminded me of my previous uneasy feeling of our having gone off on a digression.


"I've really appreciated all this exploration of 'connections,' but I am feeling a bit disoriented.  We've been talking about the way our experience of meaning is the fruit of making various kinds of connections --connections of the various parts of ourselves, connections that knit the various parts of our experience, connections among the elements of the world, connections between different minds and hearts-- but now I would like to ask:  Is there any connection among all these different kinds of connections?  MIKE"

Questions and Answers


It occurred to me that there now were two questions hanging out there, waiting to be addressed.  There was this one just now from Mike, about whether the various kinds of connections could be knit together.  And there was the question that Earl had asked of Herman about what he'd meant about our having the elements available to put together a satisfactory answer to our main questions about the experience of meaning.  


And then I got a message from Dan that reminded me that actually, for me anyway, there were three questions hanging out there, the third --or, chronologically, the first-- of these being my back-channel question to Dan about whether a (presumably edited) transcript of our discussions might make an effective way for me to do my book on "The Experience of Meaning.

"Really sorry to have taken so long to get back to you," Dan began his message to me, which, like my question to him, was sent back channel.  "Nothing personal, of course.  Just the usual distractions.


"Anyway, I've enjoyed ruminating on your question.  I found myself thinking about it with two different heads.  One was as a philosopher (and teacher of philosophy to bright undergraduates).   The other was as your friend, knowing as I do your desire to get good thinking out into the world.  


"My philosopher head says Yes, presenting these explorations --which I think, on the whole, have unfolded in very interesting ways-- would be a great way for you to present this subject to the world.  My philosopher head likes the idea because, for one thing, that head of mine is in love with the process of inquiry.  My students probably think what I am teaching them is some body of knowledge --specifically the way various famous mostly dead white guys have thought about a variety of fundamental questions.  Or perhaps they even believe I'm trying to give them some good answers to those questions.  But what I see myself as teaching more fundamentally is the value of inquiry, of exploration in the quest for truth and understanding.   It's not that I don't think that it's valuable to learn some 'right answers' to those big questions, but rather that I think that --most of the time-- the bigger the questions, the less it is within our grasp to arrive at clear and final answers.  And honest, intelligent inquiry becomes --in such matters-- the best that we can do.  And a noble enterprise.


"But as your friend, I feel impelled to warn you that most people don't want inquiry, they want answers.  You'll sell more books by providing a false certainty than an honest doubt. Wasn't it our friend Carl who argued --earlier on this forum-- that people buy the experience that they want to have, whether it's true or not?  People like the feeling of having the answers; grappling with difficult issues, as one embraces the Socratic wisdom of knowing what you don't know, is --for most people-- not a pleasant experience.  It's my life's blood, but I'm in the profession that traces itself back to old Socrates, and you know what the Athenians did to him for sowing uncertainty about the received truths of his Athenian culture (specifically the religious 'truths' that no one on the planet now believes).


"Your topic --the experience of meaning-- seems to me eminently suitable for the exploration/inquiry treatment.  By which I mean to say, it's one of those questions that leads an honest mind to recognize how much it is that --with respect to the fundamental conditions of our existence-- we're way over our heads.  Not that meaningful illumination is impossible for us to achieve.  But often what is illuminated is a mystery, and often what we see are pieces beyond our ability to see whole.  Just look at how the bunch of us --not stupid people-- are groping here.


"So the approach you suggest would be great for people like me.  And, beyond that, some people like me also can drag in others --i.e., students who are a captive audience, who can be compelled to confront challenges (rather than merely adopt glib pseudo-truths) whether they want to or not.  I'd love to use this discussion to provoke my students to explore these questions.  If you're content to write for the comparatively few who either relish inquiry or are compelled to engage in it, your proposed format would be fine. But if you're aiming for a bestseller, you'll need an appealing answer tied up into a tidier package.  DAN"


I wrote Dan a quick note thanking him, and indicating that, as he framed the choice, the question of which course I ought to take would seem to be answered by default, as I had no tidy answers to provide-- to which he shot back, "Can you fake it?"-- and then I returned to the forum where Mike's question about the connections among the questions had evoked one quick response, and where Herman had at last come back into the discussion.


The quick response to Mike was from Jonathan, who wrote:  "Asking how are all those connections connected seems to me equivalent to asking, 'What is consciousness up to on this planet?’"  


No one --for a goodly while-- tackled Mike's question, or Jonathan's mystic rejoinder further.  It was Herman's message that took us in our next direction.


After apologizing for having left us hanging --both with his tantalizingly cryptic initial remark and his tardiness in addressing Earl's follow-up inquiry-- Herman got down to business.


"In the course of this exploration, we have raised a great many questions.  But the central point of controversy, it seems to me, has been the question I would express thus:  'How real are the meanings we experience?'  It was to that question that I thought I saw us as having the necessary elements at hand to fashion as satisfactory an answer as we mortals should expect to get.


"Now, having caught up with your exchanges ongoing while I was traveling, I discover that you people have already been weaving into your discussion those very 'elements' I had in mind.  There are three and, taken together, they reveal the way that our experience of meaning can be real.


"The first is that original point made by Earl, that certain kinds of experiencing of meaning come naturally to a healthy organism of our kind.


"The second was that point raised, if I recall, by Mike a long time ago that --because 'meaningfulness' has been [appropriately] defined in terms of 'felt experience'-- it is logically inescapable that whatever 'reality' such meaning has cannot be of the wholly 'out-there' sort that we usually term 'objective.'


"And the third is the point made earlier by, for example, me, and most recently alluded to here by Dan, that our experience of meaning is largely a function of a design that has been shaped within us by an evolutionary process whose inherent nature is to choose life over death.


"Those are the central elements, and I'm delighted to find that they're all in play in this discussion already.  HERMAN"


"I'm sure we all share your delight, Herman," Mike wrote in shortly, in his sardonic way.  "But what, prey tell, is that satisfactory picture that we get from them, taken together?"  I had to chuckle when I read that, the image coming to my mind that Herman is one of those who won't dance unless someone comes and escorts him out onto the floor.  


Before the coy Herman could get back onto the dance floor, however, two other people plunged in.


"I think I must be missing something here," Carrey wrote, "because I don't get how Earl's old 'healthy organism' point --that the inability to register meaning (respond to beauty, be interested, etc.) is like blindness-- keeps getting resuscitated.  Didn't Dan shoot that one down long ago by showing that, while visible objects shoot out photons, there's no way that meaningful objects emit 'meanons'?"


And right after Carrey's posting, James came in.  "I know this stuff is hard to wrap our minds around-- particularly since it seems to require us to unwrap ourselves from some of the deeper teachings of the implicit philosophy embedded in our culture.  At the core of this business is the matter of how we define what's 'real.'


"I don't mean to get into some convoluted, 'It depends on what the meaning of "is" is' kind of thing.  (And I know this point has been made here before.)  But if we define as real only what exists outside the realm of subjective experience, of course we're compelled to deny that 'meaningfulness' has any standing in reality.


"But it makes no more sense to say that 'Meaning is not real' than it does to say 'There's no such thing as pain.'  JAMES"


"Of course there's such a thing as pain," Carrey replied.  "But where does that get us with respect to those questions we were wrestling with before, about the objective standing or validity of our experiences of meaningfulness?  How does that resolve the question of whether what Richard saw on the hill was really important?  Or whether the sunset over the mountains is really beautiful?  CARREY"


"It's that old unbridgeable gap between the 'is' and the 'ought,'" chimed in Mike, "or between any kind of objective reality and any dimension of value."


This brought the reluctant Herman back in.  "Oh, but there is a bridge," wrote Herman, "and this is where the ‘taking the elements together’ comes in.  The bridge comes from the slow crafting by the evolutionary process of those creatures who are built to experience value.


"We're trained to think of the 'objective world' as something we map by removing ourselves from the picture and recording photons and other material emanations from 'out there.'  Fine.  That is an important rendering of the objective reality of our environment.


"But there's another way we have of mapping that environment.  It's us!  Over four billion years, our design was fashioned in continuous, ongoing, intense interaction with the world around us.  We ourselves are maps of the world in which we evolved, screens onto which the environment has been projected.  But we're special kinds of screens, registering a special kind of map.  As mapped by us, the world is shown not only in the cold terms of our 'Objectivism' but also in the evaluative terms of our subjective experience.  


"That subjectivity should not be dismissed as 'mere subjectivity.'  There's nothing 'mere' about it.  Oh, well, some of it may be mere.  Some of our meanings, as has been conceded all along, may be just learned idiosyncrasies.  But I'm talking here about the larger domain of shared human meanings, the experiences of meaning that are built into our design.  Let me put that more precisely:  these meanings are real to the extent that they are grounded in our design.  Because it is the design that is fashioned by the environment, and that has as a central component that fundamental value that we receive from the environment-- the value of life over death.  HERMAN"


A flurry.


"That 'to the extent' formulation works well, I think," Barry wrote.  "It allows for degrees of validity.  And it also allows for the acknowledgment of validity in all our experiences of meaning.  For even the ones that are 'learned idiosyncrasies,' as you put it, have some connection with the ultimate designed-value of life over death.  That's because all our learning of values builds upon the inborn design.  And as all that learning also derives from the environment which did the teaching, one might say that even the most idiosyncratic of experiences of meaning are in some way both a) derived from the value placed on life and b) reflections of the 'objective' world around us.  BARRY"


One brief line of exchanges provoked by this statement led Barry to qualify that assertion about validity "in all our experiences of meaning."  Earl asked Barry if he was asserting that every paranoid fantasy --every effort, for example, to scapegoat some group of people for all one's problems-- was valid.  Barry ended up conceding that cognitive distortions like projection and denial could invalidate the imputations of meaning:  "While the sense of injury and pain may genuine and valid," Barry said, "it's true that people can introduce errors into their interpretive structure that lead to invalid 'experiences of meaning --like seeing some 'other' as the incarnation of evil."  At which Adam came in to support what was left of Barry's assertion, giving Molly's meaningful moment of hearing "Tammy in Love" on the radio as an example of how in the absence of interpretive distortions, or purely random associations, our experiences of meaning are valid.  "Unlike Diane Ackerman's fortuitous association of the smell of eucalyptus with a moment of rapture," Adam wrote, "and unlike the Nazi's projections onto the Jews, Molly's felt experience of the connection between that song and the awakening of the romantic/erotic urge of her generation was a grokking of the true meaning of that song, both in terms of the message of the song and of the way that song was situated in cultural history."


Then Jonathan came in with an objection from another angle.  "My problem with your perspective, Barry, is that something important is missing from it.  Since we're repeating ourselves some --or at least bringing back some old themes and weaving them into this fugue-- I will not feel embarrassed to bring back into the picture the idea of there being --at the core of everything-- a meaning, in a sense that goes beyond our 'felt experience.'  A meaning out there.  Something from which all else has flowed.  'In the beginning was the Word....'  In a word, Logos precedeth evolution.


"I just don't see meaning having arisen out of meaninglessness (or purpose out of purposelessness, or consciousness out of completely inanimate mindlessness).  That's what's missing for me in your evolutionary scheme.  JONATHAN"


At the same time as that came in, Carrey also challenged the word from Herman and Barry about the reality of our experiences of meaning.  "You seem to think that you've established the objective validity of our meanings," Carrey wrote.  "But I don't think it washes.  How about the 'lovely' breast of Clay's high school sweetie:  which meaning was valid, the erotic beauty that Clay saw in that flesh or the meal that the mosquito smelled from the blood inside it?"


"Carrey's point reminds me of something that bothered me a little while ago, while the discussion was centering on the various ways we human beings connect with each other in the sharing of meaning."  So wrote Mike now.  "I've no difficulty in understanding how we human beings --with our common design, common cultural heritages, well-crafted artistic manipulations, etc.-- can find common ground about various meaningful experiences.  But if the question is whether there's any objective validity to our experiences of meaning, that's another story.  Of course, we human beings create texts.  But --and here's another place we've been before-- that doesn't mean that the world itself gives us any kind of text --any intended message-- other than what we make of it.  I see no sign of Jonathan’s Word.


"We may have a purpose and meaning, but the world itself does not.  MIKE"


And then Ken reappeared, animated it seemed by his ally, Jonathan, having raised the banner of Logos.  "I agree, not surprisingly, with Jonathan's demurral about this evolutionary framework you fellows persist in promoting as a 'satisfactory' answer to the question of meaning.  It is universe-by-accident, not by design.  It is meaning and goodness as epiphenomena of the rumblings and ramblings of chaos, not as an expression of the inherent, original, all-pervasive holiness of the Source of all things.  


"Meaning is not just in the eye of the beholder, say I and so also says the great spiritual and religious tradition of our civilization.  The eye of the beholder sees it because it is itself a reflection of the all-defining eye of the Creator.  KEN"


Herman then came back in, apparently eager to deal with the challenges both from the Logos-right and from the relativity-left.


"Jonathan, I'm not sure our positions are so irreconcilable.  We conjectured earlier about what it might say about the fundamental nature of the cosmos --some underlying Logos to it, as you said-- that makes our universe one where life is preferred over death.  That property of our universe --which may look logically inevitable to us because that's all we, as the fruits of this cosmos, can envision-- may represent an underlying value at the foundation of things.  Something that values and works toward order.  (I was reading recently about how in the very first nanoseconds after the Big Bang the universe went about the melding together of quarks and gluons to create something we think --erroneously it would seem-- to be so elementary a thing, a proton.  So clearly there was something from the very outset working to connect the pieces. And maybe this something --with its penchant for creating wholes-- can be said to be Holy.)"  At this point in my reading of Herman's message, I paused to reflect that I doubted that this would be enough for Jonathan --and certainly not for Ken-- as a way of providing a place in the picture for the cosmic Logos, the Holy.  Meanwhile, Herman's message continued.


"As for the different meanings of the breast of Clay's sweetie, why should it be necessary to choose between them.  Such insistence, I would argue, reflects another one of those assumptions built into our objectivism that hinder us:  the assumption that what is objectively true must be, in some sense, absolute.


"I would quote in this context a recent, excellent statement of Sylvia's.  'When we say something is "important," or that it is "valuable," or that it's "beautiful,"' Sylvia wrote, 'I think what we are expressing is the nature of the connection between ourselves and the thing we find meaningful.'  It's a mapping of our connection that evolution builds into us.  Clay's connection with that lovely mound of flesh is not the same as the mosquito's.  But both are true, and both are imbued with genuine values that reflect dimensions of the objective truth of the world.  HERMAN"


Two messages then came in together.  The first was from Molly.  "I don't mean to be the Eeyore of the group," she said, "continually reminding you all of the downside of this cosmic picture.  Herman talks about the cosmos's preference --expressed through the evolutionary process-- for life over death.  Ken talks about the holiness at the foundation of things, as if ultimately our verdict on the universe must be that it is good.  


"But, going back to that previous discussion of the reality of pain and trauma, and to the realization that fully experiencing meaning is not necessarily to be preferred to being numb to meaning, I don't think it is so simple.  Even if evolution prefers life over death, that does not necessarily mean that any given person, making a rational choice, would automatically concur with that preference.  The experience of meaning may be a generally valid signal of what conduces toward life, rather than death.  But in a world that can treat us so badly, our design does not necessarily lead us to embrace the meanings built into our design. And one wonders why, if the cosmos is permeated by something so Holy and good, there's so much suffering and evil in the world.  MOLLY"


The message that appeared at the same time as Molly's was from James.  "I would like --as has been my wont-- to reinforce some of what Herman has said.  Yes, our experience of meaning is part of our design, just like our anatomy, albeit the way we experience meaning is less formed from the factory and more malleable under the impact of what happens to us than our anatomy.  And yes, if we were not human beings, but some other creatures, we would experience meanings differently.  And indeed, when our own human structure is damaged --by the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune in this imperfect world-- our experience of meaning can be changed also.  Sometimes that change can involve a distortion, a loss of validity; sometimes it reflects part of the truth about the world.


"But what's most important, in terms of this enduring question about the 'standing' or 'reality' of our experience of meaning," James continued, "is to recognize that relationship is real.  Relationship is fundamental to objective reality.  And if, as we are saying here, the meanings that are fundamental to our relationship with the universe are not wholly 'out there,' that does not make them less objectively valid than those truths we do find just out there.  


"It occurs to me, in fact, though I am not sure I'm smart enough to be able really to wrap my mind around this, that there's an isomorphism between this point and one that was made a good while back.  I'm referring to the idea that the manifestation of cause and effect in an evolutionary process has a different structure from that in most situations that we study.  We say that 'selection molds' creatures.  But that way of speaking is misleading.  It constitutes a kind of reification evolution’s shaping force, which is a force of a rather different kind from the 'F' in 'F = ma.'  Maybe 'reification' is the wrong word, but I don't know what the right one would be.  It's making a focal thing out of something that exists only as a distributed property of an interactive system.  


"There is no identifiable 'cause' called selection.  'Selection' is a concept we use to describe the unfolding of a relationship over time.  And that relationship is between generations of creatures that live and die –and, eventually in this process, also (because they are governed by the experience of meaning) come to strive to live rather than to die-- and a complex system that surrounds them with both the requirements for their survival and with threats to that same survival.


"What my intuition tells me --though I wouldn't bet my life on the soundness of my intuition-- is that there is a connection here between how difficult it is for us to grasp the nature of evolutionary causality and how difficult it is for us to comprehend the way our experience of meaning is objectively valid.  What I am glimpsing is that the indirectness of the way the world maps itself onto us in the course of evolution makes it hard for us to understand how our life-serving experiences of meaning give us a valid reading of the nature of our world.  


"We look for objective validity to manifest itself in a form like the photons that objects emit, and then conclude from the absence of 'meanons' that meaning has no objective standing.  But I believe that evolution produces a different kind of rendering --a kind of holograph-- and that it is in this holograph (emerging out of the connection between creature and environment) that the objective standing of these 'meanons' emerges. JAMES"

Confusions and Visions


Molly and James each got a response in the next round of messages.


As had happened earlier, it was Barry who responded to Molly's implicit expression of the reality of pain in her life.  "So many of our efforts to make sense of our universe and our position in it come down to the problem that Molly is implicitly posing:  explaining the existence of evil.  I don't think our traditional religions have managed the job in a way that makes much sense.


"Life and death, good and evil, pleasure and pain.  The issue of meaning is inextricably connected with these inter-connected polarities.  (Recall the consensus among all the theories of emotions on the fundamental importance of the dichotomy between the positive and negative valence of feeling, between the hedonic and the ahedonic.)  In a perfectly ordered universe, it will all be in alignment.  Everything would be whole.  Whole and holy.  No ambiguity about whether life is better than death.


"But our world is not perfectly ordered.  And while --for most people, most of the time-- the alignment between life and goodness is sufficiently intact to make the choice a clear one, it is not always and inevitably so.  When the pain is too much, and too inescapable and too likely to continue as far as the eye can see, the rational assessment of the experience of meaning --that was supposed to serve life—might well point toward death.


"It is a sign of the overall goodness of our world, perhaps, that the choice of suicide is the exception.  And it is a sign of the profound imperfection of the world that the smaller deadness of numbing ourselves to the experience of meaning is, to one extent or another, a pervasive part of the psychological adaptations that people, generally, make to life.  BARRY."


Although something in what Barry was saying there stirred me up, I didn't pay it much heed at that point, but instead turned back to the forum, where Martin had just reappeared, in a message that I took to be connected with that most recent major message from James.  


"I must confess, I'm confused," Martin began.  "So what is our relationship with the universe?  Do we have any relationship with it, or only one to it?  By which I mean, I can see that we are connected to the world, and that we experience that connection through what we've been calling meaning.  But is the world connected to us?  I mean, we care about it, but does it care about us?  MARTIN"


"I, too, feel some confusion.  But I'd state my confusion somewhat differently."  This was Renata.  "I'd like to know, what does the world really look like, stripped of the meanings that we impute to it?  Carrey asked before if the sunset was 'really beautiful.'  Have you guys answered that?  I know that, at some level, it's hard to separate the idea of beauty from the reaction of somebody to the beauty.  But is there then no way of saying that the response of someone who sees the beauty is any more valid than that of someone who does not?  Or is it just 'take your pick?'  And is the only basis for judging between the reactions that it feels good to see the sunset that way?  RENATA"


"Our discussion has got me wondering something akin to what Renata has asked," wrote Brian.  "Or maybe it's not akin.  (That's how confused I am!)  I find myself, while playing with my little son who’s climbing over my lap, sort of standing back and watching both of us from a distance, and wondering about what's truth and what's illusion in how we're experiencing our joyful moments together.  I'm trying to understand what it means to trust my experience and my perceptions, colored as they are by the organs of consciousness that I happened to be born with, and that my life experience has happened to shape.  


"Our recent discussion has given me some intuitive feeling of a perspective that transcends anything that is personal to me, that's way beyond me.  But at the same time, it has also made me unsure that there is any such perspective to be had, and whether --even if there were such a perspective-- it would possible for me to even conceive of the tiniest inkling of it.  (Kind of like those guys cited earlier, with brain damage, who'd not only lost the ability to perceive color, but had lost even the ability to conceive of it.)  It feels so difficult to understand --using my organ of consciousness-- the implications of the nature of my organ of consciousness for the standing of what my consciousness reveals to me.  Make I sense?  BRIAN"


Dan replied:  "Make you sense, methinks.  This stuff is indeed tough to get hold of.  Reminds me of a remark that someone or other famously said that "If the brain were so simple we could understand it, we would be so simple we couldn't.'"  



Walt jotted in, "Yeah, we're way over our heads."


"I can really relate to what Renata and Brian are wrestling with," wrote Lois next, in a message reminiscent of the message she had sent me back channel, in which she'd shared her difficult-to-articulate insights into the richness and limits of her own "experiential palette."  "I'm not sure whether that notion of Renata's makes any sense --the one about how the world would look, 'stripped of the meanings we impute to it'-- but I do feel I know, intuitively, that whatever that might be, we'd be wholly incapable of comprehending such an image. LOIS"


And then Earl:  "What Brian's mind-boggle reminds me of is the overwhelming and disturbing nature of Kurt Godel's famous proof-- the one that shows that there can be no system of logic that can prove the validity of its own premises.  (Or at least that's how I understand Godel's proof.)"


Then two messages together.  One was from Jonathan.  "What I'd like to ask is:  how does it come to pass that a creature evolves that will find beauty in the setting of the sun?  


"It doesn't put food into its belly.  It doesn't help it get laid and pass along its DNA (as does Clay's seeing the beauty of the breast of his sweetie).  It doesn't get it out of harm’s way.  So whence cometh this strange appreciation of the golden glow over the mountains, or the prairie, or the sea?  So, what does the existence of this capacity of ours to marvel at the creation say about the nature of what has designed us?  JONATHAN"


"While we're sharing confusions," began the other message, this one being from Molly, "I've got one, too.  My own love of life is itself alive enough that I respond to the idea from Jonathan and Ken about something Holy underlying everything.  Yet I also can't forget that not everything in the world is 'whole,' as Barry so eloquently described it in his kind response to my previous dark message.  I'm confused about whether there is more than accident here, whether there's anything purposeful in the whole cosmic business.  We ourselves have purposes, certainly.  But did any purpose underlie our coming into being?  


"I understand that, at some logical level, nothing outside of us can automatically make something meaningful to us.  But nonetheless, our view of what kind of universe we live in does indeed matter to us, and shape our experience of meaning.  Throughout history and across cultures, how people have thought about meaning has been inseparable from the answers they've given to questions like that I’m asking about purpose in the universe. 


"So as I watch the evolution-vs-Logos discussion unfold here, I find myself torn and uncertain.  MOLLY"


“Me too!” I thought, as Molly's words helped crystallize what Barry's message had previously stirred up in me.  So I sat down and wrote to the group.


"I have that same kind of 'What's it all about, Alfie?' wonderment," I wrote.  "What kind of universe is it we live in, one that creates what seems like such beauty, one that people have felt through the millennia sent them messages of great power, but also one that contains so much apparent disorder and randomness?


"Clearly there had to be something there at the beginning-- something that dictated that the quarks and gluons would have the properties that allowed for their connecting into protons.  What was it?  Anything that deserves the name of Logos?  Are we just the product of purposeless and random accidents?  If not, then why would whatever has purpose take twelve billion years, or whatever, to reach us with our consciousness—a consciousness that asks these questions, that imagines ourselves as partaking in some way in the image of our Creator, that experiences the world around us as imbued with the meanings of goodness and beauty?  And why, as Molly asks, if something Holy underlies this text of a universe, has it not fostered a more perfect order than what we see around us?  But then, on the other hand, if we are just the fruit of meaningless accident, then why is that --throughout history, at those moments that feel to us humans as most profound and true-- it feels otherwise?  Or is there some way that these two opposing answers to the question of our relationship to the universe can both be true?  ANDY"


"Whoa!  Aren't we going backward here?"  Carrey asked in the message that came in after mine.  "Hadn't we --except for the traditionally religious among us, anyway-- accepted that the whole 'God' bit was irrelevant to the question of meaning.  I never saw any counter-argument to the point (I think it was Herman who made it) that no Supreme Being or Logos or anything else outside of us could dictate what would be meaningful (like good, or beautiful) for us.   It has to be something we experience inside ourselves, right?  So have we gotten off our subject here --the experience of meaning-- or are we heading back into the authoritarian model of the handing down of absolutes by an absolute ruler?  CARREY"


And Carl came in from a different angle.  "I hope we're not going all squishy here, backing off from the fundamental insight of the existentialists-- that we don't have any relationship with the universe.  This is what Ionescu saw as the heart of the absurdity of our condition:  that we don't have any place in any order in the universe.  


"Haven't we been here before?  Obe Won may have felt a 'disturbance in the force.'  But the reason we so much enjoy that fantasy is that, as we noted here before, the sun rose every day over Auschwitz, and shone no differently, save for the quite localized darkening caused by the soot and smoke emanating from the chimneys over the ovens.  CARL"


"Carrey's right that (most of us agreed) no Logos could impose a meaning on us, but I recall another piece of that conversation that he may have forgotten."  This was Sylvia.  "That’s the idea that whether or not we experience a relationship with the cosmos quite rightly and reasonably impacts our experience of meaning.


"Ionescu would not think it absurd to find meaning in our relationship with our husbands and wives and children.  Or even in our relationship with Shakespeare and Bach.  When there is a relationship, that reality deeply colors our experience.  So what Carl and his buddy Ionescu are asserting is that the accidental and indifferent world that science presents is all there is, and that as this impersonal world has –so it's claimed-- no relationship with us, we have no place in it.  To call that condition 'absurd' is to recognize that if the premise were untrue --if there were some order in which we had a place, if there were some relationship-- we would naturally experience our condition as less absurd and, thus, more 'meaningful.'  SYLVIA"


"A while back, Mike asked whether there was any connection among those connections we were discussing," wrote Adam.  "Nobody has said much about that.  (Except that Jonathan did venture that he equated that question with another one, about what is consciousness up to on this planet.)   Anyway, I had some thoughts but held them back on account of their half-baked quality.  But now, here goes anyway.


"Mike's question got me thinking about 'wholeness.'  There was the wholeness of our own instrument for registering meaning, and the question about whether it’s been damaged (that is, have some of the connections in us been severed)?  There was the meaningfulness we experience when we discern the lineaments and filaments in which the reality around us is connected into patterns, into pictures of larger wholes (Roman power-trips, cold-war arrogance, etc.), and --in the case of mystical experience-- into some sense of the Whole.  And then there's the marvelous conversation among minds and hearts, the process of communicating and entering each other's experiential space and engaging in inquiry and otherwise striving (I'd suggest) toward some larger consciousness of humankind. (Maybe that’s what consciousness is up to on this planet!) 


"A striving toward wholeness.  Isn't this the trend of the whole evolutionary process?  Isn't it some sense of such a force that underlies our inability here to let go of the idea of Logos or the Holy?  Clearly evolution has been happening, and it does indeed look like the mechanical application of the laws of cause and effect is what drives it.  Accident.  But where did those laws come from, the laws that seem to be leading to the knitting together of wholes.  Was there some wholeness, some order, there from the outset?


"I share Molly's and Andy's feeling torn and uncertain about this question of the place of order in this universe of which we are part, whether we have a 'relationship' with it or not.  And I agree with Sylvia that our relationship with it will depend in some ways on how we answer that question of how ordered or whole is our cosmos.  (Though I don’t think it follows that if the universe has no relationship with us we can have no relationship with it.)  


"Is order (wholeness) just the emergent outgrowth of the disorder of the impersonal universe that science depicts?  (Is the order embodied in meaning-experiencing creatures like us itself the product of meaningless accident?)  Or is the universe an expression of some underlying order, some kind of wholeness?  Which is the cause, which the effect --this seems to be the core cosmological/theological dispute in our civilization.  Are the emblems of wholeness that we cherish --the good, the beautiful, the holy-- just epiphenomena emerging out of material chaos and fragmentation?  Or did this material universe itself arise as an epiphenomenon of some kind of Logos?  Or, as Andy suggests, is it possible that somehow both can be true, as over-our-heads as such a paradox would seem to be?  ADAM"


Earl then seized upon a part of Adam's message, challenging what he described as the "pretty thought" that the "marvelous conversation among minds and hearts" represented some striving toward "a larger consciousness of humankind."  The core of his challenge Earl expressed thus:  "Has not this 'conversation' among different points of view been the cause not of greater wholeness or harmony or unity but rather of countless wars among different creeds, with their different interpretations of meaning?"  Was it not, Earl suggested, "our very capacity for conversation about our different experiences, and how we interpret them, that has made us far more contentious and bitter in our fragmentation than other species, whose minds --if they can be said to have any-- cannot thus reach out and touch one another in a sharing of experiential spaces?"


This challenge brought Herman back in to argue that in this, as in much else in the human experiment, our species has to be understood to be in the early stages of what will --if we are fortunate-- prove to be a much longer evolutionary process.  "In the modern world," Herman wrote, "we are having conversations across lines that have developed in comparative isolation.  Crusades and Holy Wars notwithstanding, the worlds of Islam and Christianity, for example, have not historically been engaged in much conversation.  Each in its own separate sphere of the world, through most of their histories, has represented itself as simply the Truth without having to engage with other versions.  So, as with other collisions of worlds --like the mixing of North and South American fauna millions of years ago, which was pretty destructive-- the initial stages of the encounter increases disharmony.  Only later does a new wholeness emerge."


Leo was not persuaded, suggesting in his message that contact among religions (and other frameworks for interpreting meaning) was not so terribly new in various parts of the world, that it was not clear that the passage of time --in places like the Balkans, and the Indian subcontinent-- worked toward greater harmony and deeper synthesis.  "The problem, in my view, has been not so much with our not having had these kinds of conversation but rather with the spirit of orthodoxy and closed-mindedness that people bring to the conversation.  It would be wonderful if the blind men around the elephant used each other's testimony to come up with some notion of elephantness that integrated the rope of the tail, the pillar of the leg, etc.  But there seems to be something in people that drives them to insist their piece is the Whole Picture," Leo concluded, "and that is threatened by the idea reality might be something bigger and more complex they don't yet comprehend.  I suspect it's human nature to need certainty, whether that 'certainty' is true or false."


"Well, I think all of you have got hold of a part of this particular elephant," Herman's message began.  "What I would say about that elephant is this:  now that humankind wields weapons of mass destruction, and wields technologies that can ruin the planet, if we don't get our act together, we face an evolutionary choice:  either we find our way into the kind of conversation Adam is calling for --one that brings us together, creating for our species at least some form of shared wisdom-- or we will stumble our way into oblivion.  Our path to oblivion would be unique, but oblivion is the fate that, through the eons has befallen countless other species that have failed to adapt to the challenges to their survival that they faced.  


"It's certainly possible that, as Leo suggests, we may have emerged into our unprecedented capacities for thought and communication with an inborn inclination to defend our false certainties to the death (though other more historical --rather than biological-- interpretations are possible of those qualities of dogmatism in humankind revealed by history).  After all, evolution had no way of anticipating the powers, and earth-girding civilization, we've come to wield in the past ten thousand years.  What may work for smart apes may not be good enough for creatures running global systems.  But, regardless of evolution's lack of foresight, even when circumstances change drastically, the evolutionary rules apply:  only systems with the requisite wholeness, ultimately, can survive.  So like a lopsided pot on the potter’s wheel, either we'll slough off our rough edges or we'll fly off into pieces. HERMAN"


At this point, the conversation went back to a previous point to take off onto a different trail  "I've been thinking about Jonathan's question about how does it come to be that a creature like us would emerge with the capacity to find beauty in the setting of the sun," began the next message, from Melinda, the African-American and Christian woman who'd long ago told us about her moving epiphany upon hearing the man praying in Vietnamese.  "Jonathan's point was that this capacity didn't seem to serve any particular adaptive purpose for us so, if evolution is all there is, why would that be part of our design.


"Seems to me that a creature that finds beauty in its world will be less likely to destroy it.  I see our experience of beauty in nature as acting as a major spiritual brake upon our still-too-reckless course of doing environmental damage to our own planet.


  "From my perspective as a believing Christian, I'd say that our hearts turn toward the beauty of the sunset, or of the flowing river and the budding trees, because God has instilled such a love for our home into our hearts that we will be better stewards of this earth He has entrusted to us.  But I can just as well translate that into evolutionary terms, I think:  that a creature that does not take care of its home will threaten its own survival, and so it is an important adaptation to give that creature a sense of the beauty of --and a feeling of love for-- its own habitat.  MELINDA"


"I'm not sure, Melinda," James wrote next, "that your hypothesis really works in a strictly evolutionary framework.  A sense of the beauty of the sunset and the trees might have the beneficial effect that you suggest.  But it's hard to see how it could have the evolutionarily adaptive cause you propose.  That's because humankind's having the tremendous powers that make us an environmental threat is a quite recent development-- a matter, really, of a few generations-- far too recent to explain how an aesthetic capacity would get written into our inborn nature.  As Herman said, evolution is blind, able to deal only with present demands, not at all able to anticipate what survival may require in some new, never-before-encountered circumstance.  JAMES"


"Maybe," Melinda responded in one of two messages arriving in response to James, "evolution is not so purposeless.  For there it is-- that capacity for beauty-- and Jonathan's question about it still stands.  Maybe there's something behind your evolution that is not so blind and that is steering its course."


"I wonder, James," Martin wrote in that second message, "if the adaptive requirement to which Melinda is pointing really arose so recently as you suggest.  It's true that our global and potentially catastrophic impact on the environment is a very recent historical development.  But even our primitive, hunting-and-gathering ancestors --because of their breakthrough into culture-- wielded powers that could be destructive.  Hunters carrying spears, coming to North America, contributed to the extinction of some great mammalian species, like the mastodons.  And the possession of power, with the destructive potential that could represent, also goes back tens of thousands of years.  So might that not give evolution enough time to equip us with the aesthetic response that would act as a brake on our rape of the earth, as Melinda proposes?  (Besides evolution already had something to build upon.  As Clay’s response to his beloved’s breast suggests, the ability to be moved by beauty –at a more intimate scale—was likely long ago built into the beast as an important adaptation.)  MARTIN"


"Don't bother wrestling with that problem, guys, trying to figure out whether humans have been powerful enough in the biosphere for generations enough for evolution to do its thing." This was Sylvia.  "This ‘love your environment’ tack ain't going to answer Jonathan's conundrum, unless somebody's going to argue that chimpanzees also represent a threat to the biosphere.  In a book called Why Elephants Weep, I've come across a really lyrical passage that describes how a group of chimpanzees climb a hillside, and greet each other silently at the top, assembling for no other apparent reason than to watch together as the sun sets over a lake beneath them.  We're not the only ones, it seems, whose design inclines us to appreciate the beauty of the sunset.  SYLVIA"


While I was finishing up reading the message from Sylvia, I became aware of an unusual quality of light coming into the room from behind me, where the big glass doors open out to the back deck, facing west across the valley and up to the next mountain ridge along the crest of which lies the boundary with West Virginia.  I glanced, just before turning around, onto the computer screen which, while generally full of text, also serves for me as a kind of rear-view mirror into the outdoors.  On my computer screen, one or the other of the visions --text or panorama-- comes into view, depending on what I do with my perceptual system, like with those Gestalt images that one can see either as a vase or as two silhouetted faces gazing at each other.  What I saw reflected on the computer screen corresponded with the extraordinary light now suffusing the room:  in the sky over Great North Mountain in the west, as the sun was heading low over the horizon, was revealed a most spectacular display of color and movement in the clouds lying between the dying sun and the living earth.


This discovery --which I now turned to confront more fully-- gave a double-zap to my soul, or to whatever it is that lies at the "quick" of a person.  My sometimes slow quick was quickened both by the breathtaking splendor of the red-and-gold-and-roiling clouds in the sky out beyond our deck and by the strange synchrony of this stunning show's appearing at this particular moment in our colloquy.  As this specific primate walked out toward that glowing sky, he laughed out loud (as a chimpanzee presumably would not) to wonder, "Hey, is the universe sending me a message or what?"


I laughed because, in my philosophy, that's not how the universe operates.  I feel I know too much history to believe events to be orchestrated according to human needs and concerns.  But, still, there was that glorious sky, at just the moment it seemed called for.  And just as I take great pleasure in the synchronies and other manifestations of a caring and responsive universe when they appear in fictional narratives, and just as I doubtless would --at some level-- absorb my winning the lottery as a sign of favor toward me from the cosmos or the divine or whatever, it was at this level first that I took zapped delight in this heavenly "message."  Then I quieted down to take in the sunset in terms of its pure splendor.


Something opened inside me, and I found myself soon entering a deeper space.  A "Meaningful Moment," came the thought to me, evoking an inner smile.  And then the deepening again.


Off to the southern part of the blazing sky, the clouds were more churning than streaking, and I saw a bolt of lightning shoot out of the dark base of the cloud bank.  In about fifteen seconds, the rumblings of the thunder came plodding up the valley toward me.  I fancied I could feel the air growing more alive around me, and I raised my arms above my head with my fingers interlocking and my palms upraised to stretch out my shoulders and ribs to open up the cage into which my body casts itself when I'm not looking.  It was too good a moment to see through the bars of such a prison.  I felt my heart open further, and the words of one of my favorite hymns came to me, "How Great Thou Art," with its line about "I hear the rolling thunder."


A fringe of dark tendrils had now descended out of that edge of cloud from which the lightning had been released, and I knew that a shower had begun.  The sun was half concealed behind a blue-black cloud with golden borders, and the rays that escaped helped to set the other, nearby clouds aflame with yellows and reds.  The hills to my right were illuminated with that crystal-clear, amber-colored bath of light that I associate with the appearance of rainbows.  Another treat, perhaps, to look forward to, I thought.


Something else opened within, and suddenly I got gooseflesh at the wonder of what was being shown to me from the sky.  How awesome, I exclaimed --maybe out loud, I'm not sure.  How great thou art, or how great it is.  A vision of some eternal, overarching magnificence.


Then I took a mental step back, questioning how my internal vision corresponded with reality.  Was that "redness" in the sky even there, I wondered, recalling those comments about frequency and "color."  And what, if anything, did my experience of awe say about the real nature of what was displayed there before me?  If we saw things as they really are, how would we feel about them?  How should we feel about them?  Or, perhaps the question should be posed, how would we naturally feel about them?   And then my skepticism asked whether such phrases as "how things really are" and "how we should feel" had any meaning.


My attention was distracted by a much brighter --much closer-- bolt of lightning, and I noticed that the roiling cloud bank had been moving my way from the southwest.   And when the thunder came with its heightened intensity, a mere five or six seconds later, I had one of those moments which, though hard to articulate, have served to orient my life.


The awe washed over me again, and this time with the self-validating feeling of the moment of mystical vision.  These are the moments that declare upon their own authority, "This is how things really are.  This is how we rightly should feel about them.  The other ways of seeing things are not as fully in touch with reality."


Awe, again.  This time detached from the specifics of the sound and light show going on around me.  Here I am on this speck of dust, I became aware, no longer the center of the universe as in the time before Copernicus who put the sun at the center, with ours but a minor planet spinning around it.  I think in passing of what I read recently, of how --well into the twentieth century-- the best astronomers all believed that our galaxy, the Milky Way, was the entire universe, and how the astronomer, Hubble, then managed to break the bubble, opening the way to the discovery that beyond our earth and its sun, beyond the galaxy in which our sun is but one of almost countless stars, the Milky Way turns out to be --far from the whole universe-- one of actually billions of galaxies.


I'm on the verge of amusing myself with the sound of the funny parody of Carl Sagan's talking about "billions and billions" of galaxies, when I am swept away from the possibility of humor by a new wave of awe as the overwhelming magnitude of the whole cosmic picture strikes me with greater impact than ever before.  The unimaginable becomes --though still way over my head-- something more fully imagined, closer to however fully a creature like me might ever be able to grok a reality like that.


Yes, I think to myself, there is a way that a creature should feel.  This awe of mine strikes me now as something that is true, and has real standing.  It's part of the experience of what it means to be a conscious, feeling, emotionally engaged creature struggling to make sense of his life in a cosmos that has been so ordered as we see and discover this one to be.  


The awe-- the combination of wonderment and fear.  Wonderment at the order and the greatness.  An appreciation of the whole that contains us, and transcends us.  But in what sense is there a whole?  What does it mean to see ourselves as part of this astonishing creation?  Fear at seeing the magnitude of the All, relative to our puny selves.  And fear, also, to behold the lack of order, the apparent mechanical accidentalness.  Fear at what it can mean, or not mean, to be part of a universe spinning off as this one seems to be.


Awe feels like a valid response to this cosmos-- a cosmos so over our heads that we struggle to find expressions for the inexpressible.  We formulate interpretations of things beyond our ken, and attach meanings to them.   Not entirely right-on; in some ways, perhaps, arbitrary.  Pictures we can understand of things we cannot understand.  Yet beneath those pictures, the awe-- the recognition of the overwhelming and fearsome mystery, sometimes beneficent, sometimes injurious.


Awe at the mystery of a cosmos that exists, when it is a mystery that anything could exist.  Awe at the mystery of order and disorder, of which the question of good and evil is but one manifestation.  But order enough that it is possible for us ourselves to exist, and to have the consciousness to struggle to understand what it is that we are part of.


Awe at the intricate wholeness that life has created on this planet, life with its purposes and meanings.  Awe at the infathomability of the wholeness of the whole.  I think of the recent chilling extension of Hubble's discovery that the universe is expanding.  Not so long before, I read of some new evidence that suggests that the universe may keep expanding forever, that after the mere billions of years that have transpired thus far, the universe will spend trillions of years in a state so stretched out that it will be cold and dark and disordered beyond comprehensibility, beyond the ability to sustain anything like the little microcosm we inhabit.  If that chilling picture --which struck me as more frightening to contemplate than any horror movie-- is the destiny of the universe, what can possibly be the meaning of all this cosmic process that has given rise to us?


But this vision of the future is only a current formulation of ours, a groping to see something that is beyond our ken.  We don't know what are all the "laws" that will govern the destiny of this "whole," don't know whether the cosmos we see is the most fundamental reality, or only a manifestation of some other, invisible reality.  


I stand on my deck, mentally swept up into the colors of the swirling clouds, called back into awareness of my body by the shower of raindrops now blowing into my face.  The sun has now sunk to a place just above the line of the ridge of Great North Mountain, and has broken free of the clouds.  I recall what I've learned of such things and go to the north end of the deck to turn toward east and look skyward.  There it is-- the rainbow arching across the sky.


The awe now gives way to something more tame, to the delight at the sight of this swath of color.  The role of the rainbow in the story of Noah --as God's promise not to destroy again as He had in the Flood-- comes to my mind, and I agree that the rainbow evokes a sense both of the divine and of reassurance.   It seems to me a more fitting interpretation than the notion of the pot of gold.  What, after all, is a greater treasure than the promise of life.


So many confusions we confront, I think.  I feel no reassuring sense that I am for all time finished with those confusions of my own that launched me on this exploration of what I called "the experience of meaning."  But I feel nourished by the exploration I have undertaken.  And, for the moment, at least, I feel at peace.


 Quoted, [get name] Discover Magazine, July 2000, p. 24.

