Chapter 6

Of Ladybugs and Ladies 

World as Text

In the wake of that interesting exchange about the world as text, I felt an impulse to write to Carl back channel to check in with him.  He'd not been all that active in the conversation, confining his remarks to somewhat brief and sometimes irreverent remarks.   At the same time, I continued to recall his impassioned oration back on the hike in West Virginia, where this conversation had, in some senses, begun.


There was no time to email him now, however, as I had a radio show to get to in Harrisonburg.  While I was at the radio station, during a news break, just to lighten the burden of my to-do list, I took the opportunity to note down a message to Carl that I'd send when I got home.  "Hey, buddy," I wrote, "I know you had reservations about this enterprise-- some directions you thought promising, others you had no use for.  Now that we've gone a ways into it --a passel of stories, as well as a thicket of ideas-- I'm wondering how you're feeling about what's unfolding here.  Does it seem worthwhile to you?"


When I got home and got to my email, I saw that there had been plenty of action in my absence.  But before looking at that, I typed up that note for Carl.  Then, before sending, I began to read the postings that awaited me.


I discovered that it was Ken's comments --using Leo's offering about reader-response criticism to reframe our view of meaning, suggesting that if the world should be regarded as a text then it behooved us to think about the intentions and methods of the Author-- that had provoked this latest set of postings.   Much of it consisted of some of the more determinedly secular-minded participants wishing to backtrack a few moves to take away, retroactively, the opening that Ken had used.  It was careless, a couple of people said or implied, to have spoken of the world as a "text," as Leo and Carrey, for example, had done.  The world wasn't a text, one said, it was just there.  Another said it was the opposite of a text, it was a slate on which we could write our own meanings.  


Only Melinda was actively supportive of Ken's perspective, sharing with us her sense that one's whole sense of the meaning of things can be profoundly shaped by an awareness that God makes available to us His Truth if we have but eyes to see and ears to hear it.  A couple of people, however, even while concurring not at all with Ken's views, did appreciate the deftness of Ken's "move," how he'd taken the opportunity afforded by that reader-response idea and used it to advance his own agenda in the conversation.  One joked about how Ken had been lurking so silently, unobtrusively in recent days, since that first posting of his, just waiting to pounce the instant the conversation moved unsuspectingly within leaping distance.  


Brian addressed both Ken and Melinda, referring back to Dan's previous critique of the religious perspective, reminding them that nothing could be meaningful to us unless we experienced it as such and that God's intentions, even if there were a God, were not necessarily our own.  To which Dan wrote in to stress the importance, in Brian's message, of the word "necessarily."  By which he meant, he said, that while he could understand how conceiving and perceiving the world in God-centered terms could certainly affect how one experienced meaning, it did not automatically define one's meaning, as if the meaningful could ever be externally determined, even by some hypothesized Almighty.


At which Leo wrote in to offer another "tidbit" from that previously-cited school of literary criticism, a quotation from a Walter Gibson who had written that, "A bad book is a book in whose mock reader we discover a person we refuse to become," the "mock reader" evidently being the kind of person the author seems to be supposing his reader to be. 



After reading all these messages, I dialed up and sent off the message to Carl, and found another message now coming in.  It was from Brenda, a somewhat New Agey woman I knew who lived in Utah and worked as a business consultant.  It had taken me a while to appreciate the richness of her soul, having mistakenly taken some of the cliches in which she sometimes deals as the essence of her consciousness.  But, as some athletes are called "sneaky fast" for seeming slow when they are definitely not, I'd discovered that Brenda was "sneaky smart."  Or maybe it was "sneaky deep."  Anyway, that there was more to her than met the superficial eye.


Brenda, evidently, had been inspired --also in part, it seemed, by Ken's remarks-- to share a "Meaningful Moment" story of her own.

Creatures Great and Small


"Like some others here, an experience of mine arose in my mind much earlier in the conversation than my finally getting round to sharing it.  It came up pretty much as soon as the group started grappling with the question of whether anything 'really' means anything, or whether meaning is just something we put onto things.  But it's only now, when the issue of whether there's a 'God-eye' point of view to be had, that I now finally feel impelled to share a moment that confronted me with this knotty (or is it naughty, or maybe not-He) issue.


"I live in an area where some sort of ladybug got introduced by some well-meaning people who hoped thereby to use non-polluting means to control some pests that threaten crops and gardens.  The unintended result is that the ladybugs are a veritable infestation in the homes of the area, as these ladybugs lack the natural predators to control their numbers.  At first I really loved them-- they are so cute, like tiny VWs.  And they have this great reputation as vacuum cleaners getting rid of the aphids on one's roses.  But after my experiencing some years of having them swarming indoors, plopping into our salads, landing in our hair, they've lost their charm even for me.


"Every year --in the fall, and then again in the spring-- we have to battle the ladybugs who evidently find ways of wintering in the interstices of our houses.  A paradigm of that idea of unintended consequences.


"Anyway, my 'meaningful moment' arose not long ago in relation to these creatures.  The life cycle of the ladybug is pretty finite, and the time comes in the spring when the great many bugs tooling around at the tops of our sunlit windows has been turned into an almost equally great many desiccated corpses of ladybugs lying on the window sills and the floors.  One afternoon I took a little broom to this crisp carnage of ladybugs and, with a sense of relief, swept them up and dumped them into the mass grave of the trashcan.  


"Then, as I was about to sweep up another little patch of maybe thirty such corpses, my mind went down a disturbing path.  I started seeing this scene of strewn corpses in a different way, perceiving how like it was to terrible scenes of which I've seen pictures-- like battlefields, and liberated concentration camps-- where human bodies are sprawled on the ground in great numbers.  At one level, seeing that similarity seemed like a kind of joke, like [  ].  I mean, the life of a ladybug is really of little account, right?  And that of a human being is a big deal.  No?  How can one compare a scene of extinguished human lives to one where the dead are just ladybugs?  But then I wondered, how can one establish any difference between them?  What is the objective standard by which one is important and the other is trivial?


"Easy, right?  Look at how these insects just die and lie there without any fanfare whatever.  It just happens, and the world goes on as before, taking no notice.  That was one of the counter-arguments I came up with in my effort to avoid the disturbing feeling creeping in on me.  But it didn't really wash, as I realized that the universe doesn't seem to take any notice of the deaths of human beings either.  A tidal wave washes out villages --thousands swept away in New Guinea-- and the world goes on.  People by the thousands get gassed at Auschwitz, and the sky remains blue.  Sometimes other human beings make a big deal about the deaths of other human beings, but even that doesn't always happen.  Sometimes we hear on the news about mass killers in places like the former Yugoslavia who report chillingly how it was no big deal to kill hundreds of their fellow human beings.  It was easy, a job like any other.  Sometimes in such cases the rest of us set up tribunals to establish that it was indeed a big deal.  But history is full of examples where whole peoples were butchered, and no one anywhere made anything of it.


"All these little bodies swept up into my dustpan-- they amount to so little.  They're each so tiny, how can they be compared to us?  But by that standard, would enough thousands of them matter as much as one of us?  Importance by the pound.  Or looking the other way, would it take a bunch of human corpses to equal the importance of one whale?


"Is the difference that humans grieve for each other, and ladybugs (presumably) don't?  If that's it, then what if a hermit died in his own cave, and no one knew?  And what if an asteroid would extinguish all human lives in a single flash?  Would that extinction 'matter'?  


"Or are we supposed to take some 'God's-eye' view of things, and posit that He cares about us in a way He doesn't about ladybugs?  Or maybe that he cares about ladybugs just as much.  


"This whole set of questions ends up bewildering me.  I don't know how to think my way out of the dilemma.  I still have the feeling that my own life and those of the people I know are really, really important, and that the lives of these ladybugs I'm glad to get out of my house by the hundreds are comparatively trivial.  At the same time, I don't see how I can establish that 'importance' in any firm and clear way.  BRENDA"


Ken wrote a quick reply to Brenda.  "I don't doubt but that God cares about all his creatures.  But it is we who are created in His own image.  We who have souls.  And so the life of a human being is precious to Him far beyond the value of the life of a ladybug.  KEN"


To which Mike responded:  "And if God did not care about us in the way you suggest, Ken, would it then still matter whether a whole soccer field of innocents were slaughtered at Srebrinica?  MIKE"


At this point I received, back channel, a response to my inquiry from Carl.  "As you might expect, I love the stories.  Lots of richness there.  The intellectual stuff I can do without.  CARL"


Pretty brief, I thought.  I'd have liked more, so I went back to Carl to see if I could get it.  "I guess I'm not surprised by your response, Carl," I began my next message to him, "since that was what you said at the outset, back on the trail.  Could you flesh out more your thoughts, especially your reservations about the 'intellectual stuff.'  For example, are you reporting to me something about your own personal tastes, e.g. that these philosophical inquiries just don't turn you on?  Or are you saying something of a broader nature, something that you think I should heed in considering what kind of book I might write on this 'experience of meaning' business? 


"I'd be grateful if you'd respond in a full-bodied, not overly terse fashion.  For, speaking of richness, I know from over the years you've got plenty of it inside you, and I'd be glad to get a fleshed out picture of how this all registers with you.  ANDY"


Meanwhile, the conversation prompted by Brenda's ladybug story continued among the group.  


James wrote to propose a possible way of resolving Brenda's dilemma.  "Let's recall," James began, "the basic thrust of Andy's answer to that question about what he meant by 'meaning.'  In his answer, Andy differentiated between the lifeless universe and the subsequent emergence of sentient creatures capable of feeling joy and suffering.  It was because of the existence of creatures whose capacity for experience made things matter to them, he said, that anything could matter at all.  I think this may hold the key to your ladybug problem.


"Ladybugs are living creatures, surely, and I suppose that their lives and deaths have an intrinsic value in a way that a lifeless piece of rock would not.  But surely there's a spectrum to be envisioned here, distributing creatures according to the capacity for the kind of experience that gives things a positive or a negative value.  And on that spectrum, I'd suggest, the tiny and brittle little ladybug lies not all that far from the lifeless pebble.  A human being, by contrast, is a creature whose capacity for the subjective experience of joy and suffering is great, and whose life therefore 'matters' proportionally more.  


"When the ladybug dies, it loses less, it grieves less (if at all) at the approach of its demise, and its passing leads none of its fellows to mourn.  JAMES"


"As the first one to put forward a bug-and-human dilemma," wrote Clay, next, referring back to his story of watching a mosquito alight upon the bare and graceful breast of his high school sweetheart, "I just want to make note of my continuing unsettled feeling about this issue, and in particular of my sense of the unsatisfactoriness of this way of looking at the matter of 'importance.'  Not that I have anything better to offer.  But James' answer to Brenda has no grounding in any transcendent and objective notion of Importance --which is what I think I'd need to be satisfied-- but rather reduces the idea of importance to somebody or other's point of view.


"There seems to be no answer to 'Is it important?' except in terms of an answer to 'Important to whom?'  Does it have to be that way?  CLAY"


"I share some of Clay's unease," Ken wrote next.  Ken seemed to be finished with his lurking stage, and getting into the swim of the conversation.  "'Importance-to-whom' is a way of looking at value that swings open the doors to relativism.  And I regard moral relativism as one of the diseases of our age.


"But there's another aspect of James's answer that I'd like to highlight, for it, too, disturbs me.  And that's the reduction of the meaning and value of things to the capacity for feeling, for subjective experience.  By such a criteria, James assures Brenda that the life of the ladybug does not weigh so heavily on the balance as that of a person.  But by that same criterion, would one not be required to imagine the life of a cat or a dog, say, to be as valuable as that of a human being?  Surely, there's something wrong with a way of thinking that leads to such a conclusion.  KEN."


"No there isn't, and don't call me Shirley," Carrey replied jokingly.  But the same point was taken up a bit more seriously by Molly, my social worker friend who'd written about the meaningfulness of music, and in particular of her being moved by hearing “Tammy in Love.”


"I am a lover of cats," Molly began, "and as such I do not find so objectionable the conclusion that Ken draws from James's premises.  I'm no philosopher, and so I can imagine that there may be other bases for differentiating the value of a human being from that of a cat.  But as for the value of a cat's experience, I can hardly see how one can deny what is so plainly revealed before our eyes if we observe these creatures carefully.


"The young cat curled up on my lap as I write this is exquisitely sensitive.  She is full of love.  She takes delight in many small things, from my shoelaces flopping around when I tie my shoes in the morning, to my blankets over my legs that she kneads in purring bliss when I head off to bed at night.  It's heartbreaking for me to even contemplate the idea of her or her sister, whom I also have, being in pain, or feeling abandoned if I were to leave them, or experiencing the grief either would feel if the other were to die.


"If the lives of these creatures are not of value at least in some way comparable to ours, on what basis --may I ask-- does one base such a judgment?  MOLLY"


"I wonder, Molly," Mike wrote immediately, in his curmudgeonly way, "if you are a vegetarian."


Then Tom re-entered the conversation, for the first time since he'd shared the story of the always-sunny nature of that aunt of his who'd raised him.  "That's a pretty scary thought to consider, Molly, the notion that cats might be valuable like ourselves.  I just read an article about all the millions of cats and dogs in this country that --every year-- are 'put to sleep,' i.e. killed, because there are just not enough homes to take in all the kittens and puppies born every year.  How can we kill them that way if they're so important?  That question leads me, actually, to wonder the opposite:  how can those lives be so important if it's apparently so easy for us to handle their overflow population that way?  TOM"


"As for your last question, Tom," Richard wrote, apparently from his office at the Pentagon (our tax dollars at work, I thought), "I'm with Brenda in her observation about how the universe doesn't rear up and protest the massacre of humans either.  My wife, incidentally, is very adamantly 'pro-life' on the abortion issue (it's not something we agree about).  And she can't understand how this 'holocaust' of not-yet-born human lives can go on without somehow the world falling apart --like the supposed darkening of the skies when Christ was crucified-- from the way we handle our own unwanted ('overflow') population problem.  RICHARD."


"Molly asks on what basis a differentiation can be made between cats and human beings."   This was Peter, a new voice to this discussion.  (I was surprised that new voices continued to appear at this stage of the conversation, imagining that people would either plunge in near the outset or would have made a decision to pass on the whole discussion.  But evidently, that was not how it was working.)  Peter was a fellow I'd met at a conference on "the good society" where each of us were participants on a panel to debate the place tradition should be given in determining the moral culture of contemporary American society.  We'd been put together, it seemed, to provide contrasting points of view, with him serving as a spokesman on behalf of tradition in a National Review --almost Aquinian-- way.  But, despite our considerable philosophical differences, I found him a very thoughtful fellow, whose arguments I felt it enriching to encounter, whether or not I ended up being persuaded by them.


"I'd propose that the proper basis is this," he continued.  "We human beings have been endowed with the capacity for reason.  The cat may feel, but it cannot really think.  It does not have consciousness, or self-consciousness, as we do.  This allows us to understand what is happening to us, what is our place in the great scheme of things.  And this understanding endows us with a special place in the panoply of values.  


"The life of a human being is therefore incommensurate with that of other, lower animals.  PETER."


"It is not immediately evident to me," James wrote, "how this capacity for 'reason' weighs so significantly in determining the relative value of a human life vs. that of a cat."


To which Peter answered, again rather briefly, I thought, considering the nature of his assertions, "The idea has long been maintained that human beings occupy a place in the cosmic order intermediate between the angels and the brutes.  We have these animal bodies, like our fellow creatures.  But we also have the gift of being able to achieve understanding-- not just to experience our lives but to make sense of them; not just to be born and die, trapped in our own flesh, but to transcend our own experience and partake of a vision of the meaning of the whole of which we are a part;  not just to be the creatures of flesh that we are born to be, but beyond that to have a glimpse of the Creator and of what he has wrought with the universe and with us.  That's how the capacity for reason endows us with special importance. PETER."


This prompted two quick replies.  One was another of Mike's quick-and-incisive replies:  "And when it comes to a baby --its reasoning capacity presumably on a rung far down the Piagetian ladder-- does its life and its suffering weigh little, like a cat's?"  The other was from Dan.


"I doubt that Peter's further explication," Dan wrote, "touched upon James's reservations about how the fact that we possess what Peter calls 'the capacity for reason' should affect our relative importance compared with other sentient creatures like cats.  But I'm writing less to address their differences than to share a piece of philosophical history this discussion has brought to mind.


"It starts with Descartes.  He's the guy whom everybody knows as having said, 'Cogito, ergo sum.'  James complained, a while back, about that very statement.  Why put the emphasis on cogito, James objected, rightly, I'd say.  Anyway, Descartes was not as generous as Peter in his view of animals.  Peter at least allows that they feel.  To Descartes, they were just machines.  No value there, at least from the inside.  You could tear the wing off a bird, and no question of value would be involved.  It would matter no more than taking the fender off the car.


"Here's a sentence along those lines from an excellent history of philosophy.  'Certain biologists cited this doctrine' --he's referring to Descartes' holding 'that all animals except man are mere stimulus-response mechanisms without consciousness'-- 'in defense of vivisection:  the howls of the cut-up dog were compared to the squeaks of an unlubricated machine.'  


"It's enough to make you wonder if we humans are indeed endowed with a capacity for reason.  If you can spend any time with a dog (or cat), and come away thinking them mere machines lacking the capacity to feel joy or pain --it seems to me-- there must be some deficit in one's rational capacities for inference in the face of evidence as plain as can be.  DAN"


"You object to those Cartesians regarding the animals as but machines.  But are you all not regarding us human beings as simply some sort of fancy machine?"  wrote Ken next.  "To you, it seems, all we are is 'stuff,' matter and energy that somehow assembled itself over time into these elaborate self-replicating devices that, because it was useful, developed the mechanisms for experiencing things in certain ways.  And this is what gives us value!  And this experiential by-product of our material assemblage, you argue, is all that gives anything value!


"Of course it is not morally neutral to torment an animal.  But an animal does not possess a soul, as we do.  It is not some 'rational faculty,' I'd argue, that makes us more important than a cat --more important not just to ourselves, or to those who survive us, but really and truly more important-- but rather our being endowed with an immortal soul, which gives us a connection with the Holy and Almighty Father.  KEN"


Mike came back upon this with, "This soul we have.  Aside from the question of the evidence for our having it, I'd like to ask:  what does it do?  If it is not involved in our thinking, if it is not involved in our feeling, just what function does it play that it should make so big a difference in the value of those creatures who --allegedly-- have it and those who do not?"


Reasonable question, I thought.  At this point, as I read Mike's message, it was late in the evening.  I felt that my head was spinning.  The conversation felt important, and I was pleased at the way this group continued to raise and grapple with some vital questions.  But none of these questions were easy to get a handle on, and the task of trying to do so had tired me out for the time being.  So I turned off my screen and went off to ablute and do a few other things prior to calling it a day and heading for bed.

Just Do It


The next morning, there was a message from Carl.  My first observation was that, as per request, it was indeed lengthier than the first.  I settled in to read it.


"Andy old buddy, I don't want to rain on your parade.  And yes it's true, you've always been turned on more by the business of the rational exploration and construction of ideas than I am.  Sure, that's part of it.


"But beyond that, do you think these inquiries and arguments will lead anywhere? Except for their leading you around in circles.  Are you and your fellow disputants ever going to arrive at answers that you all find satisfactory?  The history of philosophy doesn't give much reason for thinking you will, does it?


"OK, you're probably not seeking unanimity.  You'd probably be happy with coming to a position that you regard as satisfactory.  Do you feel that you're getting to such an outcome this way?  Maybe you do.  Anyway, it isn't my way.


"Let me share, in this context, a meaningful moment of my own.  It was last night, actually, and I expect it colored how I responded earlier today to your inquiry to me. 


"I don't remember if I mentioned to you and Barry and Dan that I've been pretty excited about a woman I met a few months ago.  It's been pretty much of a whirlwind get-together, considering I'm in my fifties now (she's, predictably enough, younger-- but no, this is not another one of my twenty-somethings;  Millie is 42, though she looks damn good for as many miles as she has on her).  She feels more like a kindred spirit to me than anyone I've been with for years, at least a decade:  she's got a thirst for life, like I do;  she loves the arts, like I do;  she engages with the world physically, like I do, and I don't just mean in a sensual and sexual way, though those too.  It's been a really alive time for me, and she's living with me now at the farm.


"Anyway, last night I was-- well, let's just say holding her in my arms.  And I found that our discussion here on the forum was starting to intrude into my mind.  On the one hand, I was having these wonderful feelings.  On the other hand, I was asking myself questions about what 'standing' these feelings ought to be accorded.  Like Clay on his post-prom date, I was wondering, 'Is this woman really beautiful?'  Part of me was feeling that this intimate connection between us is what life is really about, while another part was wondering if life is 'about' anything, or 'for' anything, except for its own perpetuation, and if all my feelings were just the result of evolution's scheme for keeping organized aggregations of matter and energy like myself going.  No. 'Scheme' is the wrong word, as it implies plan or purpose.  Rather, just the by-product of the logically inescapable but still accidental reality that only what can perpetuate itself is around.


"Now, this kind of mental interruptus is not generally my way, and it's not often an obstacle to giving myself over to experience.  And when I observed how this way of reasoning was taking me away from my own deeply felt meanings, I simply decided to cut out the philosophical crap and get back to living.  Who needs the intellectual reasonings of the philosophical inquiry if they do not deliver the goods, and especially if the goods are there for the having anyway, just by virtue of being a living creature with a zest for life?  Why look the gift horse in the mouth?


"So I turned back to Millie, and just threw myself into the game.  I stopped asking what the game is really all about, and what standing it might have in some larger picture than my own felt experience, and I let my heart and my body and, finally, yes, my thoughts be with her and my connection with her.  


"That was my 'Meaningful Moment,' both in the sense that it involved the experience of meaning and in the sense that it related to how to deal with the experience of meaning.  That connects with my previous brief remark about my not going for all the inquiry:  I take something of a lesson from my experience, that getting off into one's head and trying to reason one's way into a relationship with meaning is futile and maybe worse, that it'll lead you into a kind of alienation, a split between yourself and your experience.  Reason is of the head, and only the heart can tell you of what it is that matters.  


"It connects also with my preferring just to hear the stories of what people have gone through --whether it's their reporting how the land of their distant forefathers calls out to them, or their waxing nostalgic upon hearing 'Tammy in Love.'  I love hearing other people's experiences of meaning, because it provides me a vehicle --vicariously, through identification-- for following in their experiential footsteps and coming away with a bit more meaning having fed my own heart.  


"Which leads to a last matter you asked about:  your possible book.  Let me set aside my critique of your inquiry as futile.  Let's presume that you deliver the goods here, in intellectual terms, as you have before in others of your literary ventures.  Even then, is this a book people will buy?  I'm skeptisch.


"As you yourself seem to understand, what people are into is experiencing meaning.  That's the pay-off.  That's how you've defined pay-off, isn't it?  So, what do people buy?  They buy vehicles that will take them where they want to go.  For the most part, they want stories that will carry them through an experience that does something for them that they like.  That's what I try to do in my own literary work:  give them a good ride.  As an author, I see myself as being like the builder of an amusement park.  Here, get onto this train and see what excitements and pleasures are to be had on this ride.  A good narrative will carry people through twists and turns, dips and ascents, that will orchestrate the life experience of the reader/listener in some ultimately pleasurable, or at least meaningful way.


"People who read fiction don't ask about the narrative's 'standing.'  They know it has no standing in so-called objective reality.  That's why it's not in the non-fiction department.  But then, you don't write fiction.  So what about non-fiction?


"The non-fiction that sells, it seems to me, is the simple, feel-good 'truth.'  It tells them that the world is, more or less, as they wish to believe it to be.  (I know that the 'feel-good' truth isn't always a happy truth:  for instance, the paranoid has a need to believe that the world is filled with conspiracies, and so that's the simple feel-good truth for him.)  They don't want much complexity, because they want to believe the world can be comprehended without too much difficulty.  They don't want questions posed to them without their being given, pretty quickly, some appealing answers.  That's because, again, they want things tied up nicely for them in a package;  they don't want to be challenged to do a lot of work.


"Come to think of it, non-fiction is a matter of narrative, too.  It is just another way of telling a story, and people want their stories to give them the experience of meaning that feels good to them.  What else would you expect of them, given your understanding that it is things feeling good and things not feeling good that brings value into the cosmos in the first place.


"So, to my mind, the question of what kind of book you might write connects directly with my experience last night in Millie's arms.  Get out of your head and into the game-- it's the only game in town.  Go with the narrative-- that's what life is.  Forget the question of what standing the experience has-- who cares?  So long as you get the experience, for that's the only goodie on the plate in our brief hour at the table.  Eat, drink and be merry-- for tomorrow....


"Of course meaning is 'in the eye of the beholder'-- where else can it be?  When it comes to meaning, it's all a matter of choosing a narrative.  And as far as I can see, the only sensible basis for choosing a narrative is according to how well one likes the ride it offers.  CARL"

Response to Carl


As I sat at the computer screen reading Carl's message, I was aware how much there was in it that was tempting to me.  Then I wondered why I was looking at my feelings about it in terms of "temptation."  In part, of course, it meant that I found something appealing about it. But to call a temptation something that's appealing implies that one believes one ought not to yield to one's attraction.  So, what was appealing, and why did I feel I ought not grab for it?


What was appealing, I decided, at least included his advice to just "get into the game."  I understood what Carl was saying about the alienating effects of trying to reach, via rational analysis, some foundation on which my meanings could rest.  Maybe, I thought, that alienation was part of what had been haunting about the experience with which this inquiry had begun.  "Just do it" is an approach that I understood.  I'd always been able to throw myself into games, giving my all out of sheer exuberant love of the game, out of love of the exertion, out of the sheer desire to live that way, by doing things unreservedly, with all my might.  And in a game of basketball, say, or tennis, I never asked what 'standing' the game had, why it 'really' mattered one way or another.  Why not just approach life as a whole the same way?


So what was it, then, that made the appeal feel like a temptation?  Something felt troubling about giving up on the idea of any foundations, any reliable sense of orientation, any basis for differentiating --what?  Truth from falsehood?  Equating life with a game bothered me, somehow.  Is it really just up to us to make up the rules, to create a structure for our own experience however we see fit-- to make the game maximally enjoyable, or dramatic, or whatever?  Equating life with a game bothered me.  So, similarly, did making non-fiction just another version of narrative, just like fiction.  It's one thing to say that most people want to be told that the world is what they want to believe it to be.  It's another to say --as I thought Carl to be saying-- that "truths" can be evaluated not according to their actual "truth" but only according to how well you like the ride they take you on. 


I sent out a little note to Carl, thanking him for his rich and stimulating response to my question.  In the note I also assured him that I found in what he'd written a lot to ponder --I hesitated to say this, since getting me to "ponder" was hardly his goal, but I was too lazy to come up with some other way of putting it-- and that I might well write him at further length later.  Finally, I asked him whether he'd be willing to share with the larger group at least that "Meaningful Moment" --his experience of committing to the experience of being with Millie rather than allowing himself to be alienated from his experience through rational analysis-- that he'd embedded in his message to me, or to let me post it in his behalf.


As I sent this little note out, I was astonished to see the couple of messages that came in at the same time.  The first of the two messages I opened was from Leo, my Comp Lit friend who'd first opened the idea of the world as text.


"The dilemma that Carl faced, and resolved, in the arms of his beloved," Leo wrote, "reminds me of a major crisis in the life of the great writer, Tolstoi.  Tolstoi came very close to suicide at a time when he was trying to reason himself into a set of value commitments that his reason proved impotent to justify.  What kept him from suicide was his intuition that there was something flawed in his approach.  He decided to cease depending so fully on his rational faculty, and instead immersed himself in the earthier life of the more common people, the serfs of Russia, whom he saw as being better grounded in life itself and thus better connected with what he called the 'consciousness of life.'  LEO"  



And on a kindred theme, though posted independently, Herman rejoined the conversation.  "I think that there's a philosophically profound point to be found in Carl's response to Andy's invitation.  It's one that the modern world has understood, it seems, better than the ancient.  


"The ancients," Herman continued, "believed that the good life depended upon the passions being controlled in subordination to values that reason can justify.  Hume understood, to cite a line mentioned earlier here, that 'reason is and ought only to be the slave of the passions.'  In other words, reason will not get you there.  It can only aid what you can get from the life force itself.


"Hume wrote about the melancholia that would befall him upon discovering the inability of reason --by itself-- to justify anything.  'Since reason is incapable of dispelling these clouds [of melancholia],' Hume wrote, 'nature herself suffices to that purpose, and cures me of this philosophical melancholy....I dine, I play a game of backgammon, I converse, and am merry with my friends.'  And afterwards, he says, in the light of the feeling of vitality that has been restored to him, those philosophic speculations appear 'so cold, and strained, and ridiculous.'  



"I take from this that Carl is correct in his sense that disembodied rationality is not going to supply us with foundations for our sense of meaning and value.  Another way of saying this is that these experiences of value are inseparable from our animal passions, or at least from our internal realm of felt experience.  Another way of saying this is that value and meaning cannot be derived purely from the calculations of rational philosophical analysis.  


"Carl's solution of embracing --well, life-- seems to me a good and wise one.  HERMAN"


What astonished me about these messages was not their content, which I found interesting and to the point, but their very existence.  I had thought that exchange between Carl and me to be a private, back-channel communication.  I went back to Carl's lengthy message and found that, indeed, he'd addressed it to the whole group.  My immediate response contained some feeling of betrayal, as though he'd led me into a room that I'd only later found out was a stage.  What was the idea?  What kind of grandstanding was he up to?  Seeing the drama thus, I got into some feelings of bitterness toward Carl.  In the context of that feeling, the whole history of our relationship seemed to have a different tinge to it from my usual way of seeing it.  Had Carl not always had tendencies toward selfishness and inconsiderateness?  I shouldn't be surprised to find that he could even be, in a way, duplicitous.


Then I felt a bit mollified upon realizing that his long discourse that he'd posted publicly really was his message, that nothing confidential of mine had been disclosed.  Indeed, as I recalled, I had just written him to ask if he might be willing to share some of that --and the most personal part of it, at that-- with the larger group.  But still, I thought it unseemly for him to suddenly, and without bothering to inform much less consult me, shifted our private communication to the public arena.  I found myself seeing Carl as something of a showboat, and his apparent thoughtlessness left me feeling somehow used.


It was only after I had gone out to do some splitting of wood for the woodstove that it occurred to me to check the rest of our exchange.  Had those earlier messages between us been private, as I had thought, or public?  What I found certainly changed my picture of what had happened.  The first exchange of brief messages had indeed been private.  But then in my follow up to Carl --asking for something less terse, and with more of his richness, than his previous one-- I'd accidentally sent the message out to the whole group.  I now imagined that Carl had noted that, had inferred that I was inviting him likewise to go public, and had written to everybody that lengthier message I’d invited.


Once again Carl seemed like the good old Carl I had always had as my friend, these last thirty-some years.


Meanwhile, a couple of new messages were coming in, continuing the thread that Leo and Herman had spun out a little further in the previous round.


"Herman suggests," Dan wrote in his message to the group, "that the moderns have come to a better understanding than the ancients had about the limits of the ability of 'reason,' and about its proper relationship to the 'passions.'  Whether or not the modern way of understanding the value of the passions is superior, one factor that should be kept in mind is that the idea of 'reason' among the ancients carried a different meaning than it has in the modern world.


"To us, reason denotes a purely calculative, logical faculty.  It possesses no inherent relationship with the passions.  It's split off from all the elements within us that connect us with feeling and value.  But that's not what the ancients --the Greeks, say-- had in mind when they spoke of reason.  To them, reason was inextricably connected with a core of what we here might call a felt value.  


"So, while it may be true that our reason cannot get us to a foundation for our judgments about meaning and value, the more ancient concept of reason rested on that very foundation.  DAN"


"Dan's remarks," James wrote next, "suggest to me not that Herman was incorrect in suggesting that we moderns understood better but rather than the error of the ancients may lie in a slightly different place than Herman thought.  Herman spoke of 'values that reason can justify.'  It may be, as Dan suggests, that 'reason' as the ancients conceived of it could justify values.  But their belief in this capability rested, apparently on a misunderstanding of what rationality is and how it functions.  Seeing as a single faculty what was a combination of very different elements, they could overrate what they then called 'reason.'  JAMES"


Meanwhile, Earl had written, taking up a different thread from this post-Carl discussion.  "I'm not generally the kind of guy who seeks out chances to say 'I told you so,' or who broods about not having gotten the last word in some old conversation.  But all this talk about the life force --whether in rescuing Carl from his alienation from his experience, or Tolstoi from his despondency-- seems to revive that idea of mine from the beginning of this discussion.


"I had suggested to Andy that perhaps the whole problem of slipping from contact with meaning into a sense of meaningless should be conceived in terms of the health of the organism.  Perhaps, I said, the inability to contact meaningfulness should be understood as akin to the inability of the blind and deaf to register some important dimension of our reality.


"Dan did an apparently pretty good job of shooting down that idea by saying that there was no way of objectively demonstrating the signals of meaning the allegedly disabled organism was not picking up, as there was with the sound and light that elude the deaf and blind.  But perhaps his counter-argument was not so decisive for the issue as it may have seemed at the time, for here we are again now talking about how throwing oneself into the game of life and experiencing the vitality of one's animal nature can restore the connection with a sense of meaning.  Nature takes care of it, Hume said.  Our own healthy nature.  


"So here, it would seem, is my original thesis resurrected.  EARL"


Thus it was with the discussion in the immediate aftermath of Carl's message having been posted to the group.  People seemed essentially to be affirming some major aspects of what Carl had said.  The impotence or irrelevance of reasoned inquiry to establish meaning seemed to be accepted.  And so was the indispensability of going to the well of our life-force in order to draw forth the waters of experienced meaning.  


I began to question my own hesitations about Carl's perspective, the ones that led to my seeing his invitation to "get into the game" as a kind of temptation.  Perhaps the only problem, I mused, was that I have this over-developed intellectual drive that insists that everything be constructed according to its specifications and under its direction.  Perhaps my trouble is that I have this insistence --unnatural, presumably, in the general world of us warm-blooded mammals-- on transcending the perspective of my own flesh and blood, seeking not only to have the experience of meaning but also to legitimate it according to some universal and objective standard and epistemology.  Perhaps I should get off this high horse of abstraction and impersonal objectivity and get with the program of life:  eat, drink, and be merry.


And if, meanwhile, my organism gets thrown off chemically in some way, so that I find it hard to be merry, perhaps I ought to take Earl's perspective about health and illness and just medicate myself to bring my brain chemistry back around to normal.  Be a healthy animal, and enjoy prancing around in the pastures of life for whatever time I get on this green earth.

Whatever You Wish


 So I was thinking as this day ended.  But then on the morrow, the stakes got clarified again with the forum engaging in that other element of Carl's message that had been ignored on this first day:  the element where Carl seemed to be saying that meaning was something for us freely to create as we wished.


It was Ken, not surprisingly, in retrospect, who brought this piece of the picture into focus.  "It sounds good, I know," Ken began, "this idea that meaning is just for us to make up.  Find the 'narrative' that pleases you, and make that your story.  Don't worry about what 'really' matters;  don't be concerned about what's 'really' beautiful or ugly;  don't worry about what's 'really' good or evil.  Reason isn't going to be able to prove any of these things, so why not just go with whatever turns you on?


"I'll tell you why.  If you declare the story's just each person's to make up, then what can you say to the person who declares the massacre of innocent people of no more import than the falling of ladybugs dead onto the window sill?  If --in his story-- the men and women and children being stripped and gassed at Auschwitz are just 'vermin' to be exterminated, how are you to judge that story any less worthy than your story, according to which it is a crime against humanity?


"No, we don't just invent importance.  What's right and wrong isn't just for us to concoct according to our whims or preferences.  The story in which we are actors is not just something we're making up.  It began before us.  We've been cast to play our roles in it.  And we will be judged --by standards not our own-- according to how we play those roles.


"The world is not a blank slate awaiting our writing to define it.  In the beginning was the Word.  KEN."


It wasn't the first time the troubling question of relativism had arisen in our discussion.  And the discussion to come showed it would not be the last.  But for the present, Ken's message went ignored, save for a short reply from Herman.  And thereafter the conversation, led by a substantial number of the members of our group who were intrigued with the liberating idea that meaning was something we were free to create, burst forth into an exploration of that notion. 


Herman's brief message in the immediate aftermath of Ken's posting read:  "If I may, I'd like to venture, Ken, that you may be over-reacting to Carl's suggestion that we plunge ourselves into the experience of a narrative of our own choosing.  After all, the choice that Carl made was to get into the experience of being in the arms of his beloved.  Not so bad a choice, nor so far off the beaten path, nor foreign to the reader of the biblical Song of Songs.  


"Even if we may choose according to our desires, the desires built into our nature are not random, but are well in accord with what your God said, 'I have set before you life and death...therefore choose life....'  
  HERMAN"
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