Chapter 7

Our Own Creators

Spirit Running Free

"I'd like to tell another one of my own 'Meaningful Moments.' (I'm assuming that each of us is not confined to relating just one.  It would be a pretty impoverished life that would have but a single such moment.)"  This was from Brian, my Hollywood screenwriter friend.  "The talk here recently about how we humans create meaning reminded me of a pivotally meaningful moment in my own life.


"It was somewhat over twenty years ago, sometime in the 1970s.  I was, as you might expect, younger then.  I'd dropped out of a grad school program in English, where I'd feared that, if I'd continued all the way to get my Ph. D., my love of literature was in danger of being exterminated by the way it was studied there.  And now I was working for a publisher as a copy-editor.  Trouble was, most of what the publisher produced was crap, and I'd discovered that nicely polished crap --the best I could aspire to accomplish through adding my energies to most of the manuscripts I was given-- was still crap.  It was not a happy moment in my life.


"On the particular afternoon in question, I decided to open up --shall I employ the well-known phrase?-- the doors of my perception, using artificial means.  It was a Saturday, so I didn't need to be in harness, and if I was wiped out the following day from my 'travels' I knew I'd have another day to recuperate.


"A bit more than an hour into the venture, the doors were beginning to open.  I was still indoors, though planning to go out later for a long walk with my ladylove of that time.  I felt an impulse to fill the house with music, and went over to my stereo and tuned in the local classical music station.  I don't remember what was on at first, but it soon came to an end, and then they started playing Beethoven's 7th Symphony.


"Immediately, I was drawn into it.  I can see, listening to it now as I write this message, how the beginning of the movement drew me in:  such a sense of such energy and passion, straining at the bit, almost ready to bust loose, just as I myself was also on this day of spiritual voyaging; the sense that it will not be long before the ropes holding the passion back will soon be untied.  And then the sweetness, the joy, the sheer beauty of the energies breaking out into freedom.  


"Listening to that movement, I felt I had a clear glimpse into Beethoven's mighty heart.  In that movement, I felt I understood, Beethoven was revealing --to anyone who had ears to hear-- the beauty of the human spirit allowed to run free.  The boldness and exuberance of the creature bursting loose into the fields of the world, prancing and leaping, gamboling (and winning!) over the rocks, letting its mane stream out in the wind.  Here was the great creator Beethoven, I felt, showing how it is done-- if one has but the courage and the undaunted animal spirits to give one's spirit free rein!  


"And, seeing his demonstration, I moved deeper into the springs of my own soul, and found that I, too, had such a magnificent beast in me, still penned up but strong and vibrant, ready for the open fields of real human life, ready to take the risks of being the creative and impassioned being that I'd allowed to become caged up inside me.


"I resolved, before that movement had been completed, to quit my job and take the plunge and allow my own artistic daemon to lead me.  It was a few weeks before I gave my employer notice of my quitting --by Sunday, I'd decided I ought to at least take a little time to look a little bit into the question of the landing that would follow my leap-- but there was no question after that moment on Saturday about the 'whether' of my departure, and no question in my mind ever since but that what Beethoven had showed me that day changed the course of my life.  BRIAN"


"That's a very moving story, Brian," Barry wrote in soon.  "Though you don't make explicit how this story connects with the idea of our creating our own meanings, I am imagining that what you are saying is that, at this particular time in your life, you had need for a particular kind of message about freeing the spirit, and that you therefore read such a message into Beethoven's music.  That, at least, is what I supposed you to be saying, but I wanted to check it out.  BARRY"


"Thanks for pursuing that point, Barry," Brian replied, "because I'd meant to complete my message by tying my experience back into our on-going discussion.  I guess I got so carried away with my recollection that I lost sight of the context that had brought it to my mind.


"As for your interpretation-- no, that was not my point, though I can see how I opened the way for you to draw that conclusion.  And, come to think of it, I would not rule out that some such thing is a possible factor in my experience.  But it is my clear belief that what I heard Beethoven saying was in the music, and not just a fig newton of my imagination.  


"I've wondered a few times since whether things in my life would have happened differently if the piece the radio station played had been, say, 'Sheherazade.'  Would I then have found another way out of the trap my life had become-- deciding to become the teller of 1001 tales as a screenwriter, as I've since become?  If it had been 'Appalachian Spring,' would I have decided that it was time for my life to have a new greening, or might I have decided to move to the Appalachian mountains?  And in the absence of the music altogether, would I have found something else from inside or outside on that particular day that would have accomplished my liberation?  To all those questions, my answer is, I don't know.  


"Certainly my having taken in hand, on that day, the key to the doors of perception was already a clear indication of my thirst for a freeing of my spirit.  On the other hand, it's my impression  --from my own life and from my observation of the lives of other people-- that such seeking leads far more often to no great discovery than to some major breakthrough.  'Knock and it shall be opened unto you' is a great overstatement of the odds for success.  


"But whatever the case, I feel a conviction that what I took from the music was something the great composer had put into it.  Through his genius, Beethoven was able to express --through the various forms of sound available to him in his musical art-- a spiritual and emotional vision of human potentiality.  As I see it, my openness to that vision --rather than making me 'project' such a meaning into the music-- made me acutely open to my taking to heart the meaning embedded in the music.


"Which leads me to what it was that I did have in mind when I suggested, at the beginning of my message, that this experience connects with that theme of how we humans create meaning.  As an artist, I think that what Beethoven did in that wonderful symphonic movement is paradigmatic of what the arts are about.  The artist creates an emotional space that's been deliberately shaped to provide the audience with a particular experience of meaning.  


"Put another way:  it is through the arts that we humans are able to create worlds to our own liking, that are filled with the meanings that we yearn for.  The world-as-text may be unsatisfactory because of its lacking, as many of us here evidently believe (or fear) it to be, any intrinsic meanings of its own.  But in the creations of the artist --whether in music, or story, or picture, or whatever-- we can find the meanings we want truly embedded in the texts.


"Art is where we dwell in created meaning.  BRIAN"

Choosing Worlds

"Brian's remarks about art giving us worlds of meaning that we can choose sparks some thoughts about my own way of living and working."  This was Sylvia, poet and sculptor who'd first come into the conversation as the jogger who, as she came alive, was able to see the masks of her fellow humans become faces, each with a story to tell.  "I ain't a-goin' to sign onto the idea," she continued, "that all our meanings are of our own creation, just in case anyone's a-peddlin' that notion.  But we sure do create a bunch.


"I'm a creator of artistic microcosms myself, but it's about my role as a consumer rather than producer of artists' meanings that I'm here to testify.  Most mornings, I work in my well-lit studio, shaping clay or metal or other such stuff into shapes other people will say 'Oooh'  and 'Aaah' about.  To get to good ooohs and aaahs, I've got to get swimming into some deep currents of my own experiential stream.  Some days, the dreams I come into the morning with will get me there.  Other days, I could use a boost.


"And here's where my 'choosing meaning' comes in.  In my studio, I've got a CD player, and after a half dozen times of joining and quitting CD clubs, I've accumulated a wide assortment of musical spaces there at my fingertips.  I think of them as little mushrooms like the one that said to Alice, 'Eat me.'  (I don't think Alice's mushroom image was lewd, but with mushrooms --as I, as a sculptress, can attest-- one never knows.)  All I have to do is choose which mushroom to eat from and phwomp! there I go into the world of feelings and spaces and meanings that those particular musical artists have created for their listeners to enter.


"Do I want nobility, a world where people bow from the waist?  Here's a minuet from Haydn.  I want soul, that heart-on-the-sleeve, dredged up from the gut, life being lived with sweat and tears but celebrated no matter the pain?  Give me Aretha Franklin.  How about getting spaced out into some completely other worldview, like one where the melody never gets as free from the harmonic context as it does in our individualistic Western tradition?  Take some of the traditional music of East Asia, like Laos or Thailand or Bali, where the melody stays modest, embedded in a restraining structure, not borne forward by a supportive orchestra as in Mozart, nor held out like a jewel in a modest setting, like some Schubert Lieder.  


"So, many a morning, I tune in on my mood, or take a look at what it is my work wants to call forth from me, and I choose from my collection the right experiential-meaning space to bite into.  And then as the music shapes my inner cosmos into the chosen form, I'm off and running into my own creative process.  SYLVIA"


"Sylvia's account reminds me," Carrey wrote next, "of something I've thought often about us humanoids, and in particular, of the role of the arts in our lives.  It seems to me that we tend to go looking for things that will make us feel in various ways, that will give us occasions for us to have our emotions flow along certain channels of our choosing.  I suppose this is true of our ways of navigating through life in general, but it seems especially true of how we operate as 'consumers' of artistic creations.  CARREY"


"Interesting point, Carrey," James replied.  "I would place your observation into the context of what is our usual, more helpless stance in relation to our emotions, and perhaps therefore to our experience of meaning generally.  That is, we generally don't have much control over how we feel.  We experience our emotions as things that happen to us, rather than as something we are able to choose.  So the arts --and other experiential fabrications that we can turn to by choice-- provide a welcome respite from the passivity.  They enable us to get some kind of handle on the realm of feeling that usually just flows on through us like a river.  JAMES"


"I'm finding this excursion off into the arts really exciting.  In the days I've been following this discussion, I've been surprised we've not spoke more about the arts and the experiences they can give us.  Because a lot of my own most meaningful moments have been through the arts, especially, I should say, the movies."  


This was another new voice for the conversation.  Charlie was a friend of mine from olden times --1968 to be precise-- when we'd both embarked on the quixotic, but nonetheless noble and worthwhile, quest to make Eugene McCarthy president and bring the Vietnam war to an end.  "The Man of La Mancha" had been popular then, and McCarthy had adopted "The Impossible Dream" as his campaign's theme song.  Little did we know at the time that all our labors, by perhaps helping to fracture of the Democratic party, would, in the wake of the Bobby Kennedy assassination and the betrayals of the Chicago Convention, play a role in that improbable and disastrous resurrection of Richard Nixon into the presidency, and thus also a role in the continuation of the war for another seven years until its ignominious end.  


But at the time, we of course knew none of that, and Charlie and I became campaign buddies, working together in Indiana and Nebraska, and then splitting up in California, where he went to campaign in the L.A. area while I headed for the Bay Area where my brother lived and where I fancied that I could launch my own new life after the campaign.  


Charlie did indeed love movies.  And even after he'd given up on getting into the movie industry, and had moved back to make a life for himself where he'd grown up in the Boston area, he'd continued to cultivate a rich understanding of the medium.  And he'd developed a niche teaching about film in one of the area's minor colleges and writing movie reviews for an alternative publication with a decent circulation within the metropolitan area.  


"I've been sitting back," Charlie continued, "watching this conversation unreel these past couple of weeks --and doesn't it seem a bit 'unreel' for us to be having this kind of 'deep and meaningful' conversation without even seeing one another's faces?-- and at each twist and turn of the conversation has contacted some bit of my own past experience.  But it hasn't been till now --till this discussion of the way art can create a world for us, tailoring the ways we'll experience meaning-- that I've been brought over the threshold of thinking I've got something ripe to contribute.


"Part of my love of the movies is how the experience not only carries one --at the time one is experiencing it-- on a wonderful 'ride' (to use Carl's phrase), but how, at least with the really good ones, one stays on board even after the film is over and the lights come back on.  Though that's supposedly the time we're supposed to recognize we're back in the so-called real world, I have gained great pleasure from the way the world depicted by the film can remain my world, at least for a little while.


"Sometimes, the world that persists is a frightening one.  A horror flick, for example, can have one looking under one's bed before going to sleep-- if one has the courage to look, or isn't too scared to sleep.  (It took me days before I was out of the grip of Night of the Living Dead.)  Sometimes, the world is a paranoid one --like that film The Conversation with Gene Hackman; for hours after seeing that one, I found myself looking at everything as if it might have some other, sinister meaning.  


"Sometimes the world of the film can persist for more than hours, at least at some level.  This happened to me most when I was a boy:  day after day I'd choose to see myself as cast in a heroic drama, where good guys did noble deeds like Davy Crockett rescuing innocent Indians from bullying thieves, or Shane standing up for the hardworking farmers against the big rancher with his sadistic gunslingers.  The world I lived in was cast in the shades of such meanings --by an act of my own imaginative will-- and I played my part as best I could.  Even while I dutifully went to school and acted like a kid, I'd go about picking up things that pretty girls dropped, as I'd seen Errol Flynn do for damsels in distress, and helping kittens trapped up in trees get down to safety or interceding against bullies in the playground, like the knights of the Old West would have done.


"It is, however, one occasion when I was no longer a child that stands out in my recollection.  In fact, I was in my late twenties, and was quite conscious of what I was doing, of the use I was making of the film in creating meaning in my life.  It was after I'd seen Star Wars, the first film of the series.  I really loved the spiritual dimension of that film, even as I also realized it was only superficially fleshed in (if one can use such a phrase to describe the invocation of the spirit).  But the character of Obi Wan Kanobe, as embodied by Alec Guiness, spoke volumes to me at that time, hungering as I was, then, for a spiritual meaning and orientation to my life.


"'May the Force be with you.'  The line became partly a joke in America, which was OK with me.  But in part I chose to take seriously the cosmos of that film, i.e. the way it portrayed an overarching source of meaning as being available to those with an open channel to guide their actions by.  This was before the subsequent films in that series played around with the idea of 'the Dark Side' in ways that would have undercut my willingness to go along wholeheartedly for the spiritual ride.  And I didn't let myself be bothered by the way our hero's channeling of the Force at the end was in the service of dropping his bomb with precision accuracy.  After all, the bombing was to destroy the Death Star and the schemes of its operators to expand an oppressive imperial system.  And the voice encouraging Luke Skywalker to trust in the Force was that of Obe Wan, the sage in the homespun robe who, more than anyone else in the world depicted in the film, knew precisely what he was doing and why.


"It may seem ridiculous to some for me to confess this, but for two years or more after I'd seen that film, I continued to live in a world where the Force was with me. That world felt rich and meaningful, better than the mundane and allegedly real one that I saw around me, and that my society confirmed that we all lived in.  I'd internalized Obe Wan's voice sufficiently that at times I could 'hear' (not auditorially) his counsel to me how to proceed in my life.  And I'll tell you, his counsel never let me down.  And the major decisions I made during those years were as important, and as constructive and successful, as any in my life.  CHARLIE"


Immediately on reading Charlie's message about movies, I had a flash of memory that had been buried a long time.  When he and I parted ways in California --he to head south to LA, I to stay in the Bay Area-- one of the factors in my decision had been a movie I'd seen a half year before, and the mytho-poetic residue it had left in my mind.  It was The Graduate, or more particularly the Simon and Garfunkle musical score intertwined with scenes driving along the coastline toward San Francisco.  The "Scarborough Fair" canticle, along with the visual image of Dustin Hoffman zipping along the highway to pursue his ladylove, with the majestic rocks and trees of the coastline providing the backdrop, had become a constellation around which much of my own yearnings --for life, for beauty, for intimacy, for liberation-- had focused.  And the Bay Area then became a kind of Mecca in my fantasies, the place I had to settle to begin my new life.  For that reason, as well as my brother's presence in the area, Charlie's efforts to persuade me to go to L.A. with him fell onto deaf ears.


But all this I just noted to myself, thinking it not all that germane to the discussion in the group.  Others, however, did respond.


"Funny you should mention Obe Wan," Richard sent in quickly in a brief rejoinder.  "When Brenda wrote in recently about her disturbing meditation on the ladybugs and on the question of how they weighed --importancewise-- in relation to a field of human corpses, it was a scene of Obe Wan in that first Star Wars movie that came to my mind.  It's when the death star destroys the planet where rebels have been hiding out; when that happens, Obe Wan --millions of miles away, in another part of space-- is visibly shaken and then says, 'I felt a disturbance in the Force.'  And I thought, in response to Brenda's story, 'Yeah, wouldn't it be great if we lived in a universe where some moral weighting was built into the very warp and woof of the cosmic order?'  RICHARD"


At this point, several people chimed in with various experiences of their own, akin to Charlie's.  One told of how the experience of reading The Lord of the Rings trilogy gave him a wonderful feeling of magic that lingered around the edges of his life for months.  Another related how, when she was a budding adolescent, seeing Cecil B. DeMille's Ten Commandments had precipitated a strongly religious period in her life.  And yet another wrote of having immersed herself, while in college, in the mythology of the ancient Greeks, till those figures and motifs were playing themselves out nightly in her dreams.  And all agreed that there was a kind of magic in the way mere human creations can transform how we experience the nature of the cosmos around us.  These postings inspired me to post at last a quite brief message noting how Charlie had rekindled my memory of how The Graduate had imbued a certain kind of meaning into the landscape of the California coast, and thus had helped shape the course of my life.

Beyond the Projector


A somewhat different note was sounded by Leo, who wrote:  "I think it may be a Western thing, this need to imagine the cosmos as structured for us in a certain way in order to give us meaning that goes beyond ourselves.  It's otherwise in the East, or at least, in part of it.  As one writer puts it, 'In Zen meaninglessness is greeted with a sense of joy and relief,' and that's because, he says, 'the Zen experience of meaninglessness is not conditioned by pining after an absolute, non-projective sense of meaning.'  
  LEO"


"I don't see what's joyful about living in an indifferent, meaningless universe," wrote Brenda in response to Leo.  "And I can certainly understand the satisfaction that Charlie got from carrying over the comforting notions from the fantasy-world of his cinema experience.  Sometimes I wish I could delude myself into believing fully in some such fantasy.  BRENDA"


This led to a couple of responses.  One was from Earl.


"It seems pertinent to observe in this context," read Earl's message, "that the idea of meaning seems to have shifted some in its meaning.  


"If I recall correctly, it was argued here a while back that it didn't matter whether or not there was a God, or a Force, or whatever, in the external cosmos.  Meaning-as-the-experience-of-meaningfulness was what we were interested in exploring.  


"Now it seems that it does indeed matter whether we're in an indifferent cosmos, or one that is ruled or permeated by some morally concerned being or dimension of reality.  It does seem to matter whether Luke Skywalker can find his way to the target by trusting in something Bigger than himself.  And it seems to matter whether the cosmos is indifferent to the gassing of innocents at Auschwitz or whether it registers a disturbance when the Death Star renders mute the voices of countless voices innocents in an instantaneous combustion of their planet.  EARL."


The other that came in with Earl's was from Louis, that fellow we'd heard from once before, of whom I'd never heard till then, the fellow I'd never invited into the conversation.  "This is for Brenda.  Why not believe your fantasies?  Why spend your life in a world that's impoverished, lacking the meanings you crave.  You like elves and sprites?   Go ahead and live in a world populated with them.  Leprechauns your thing?  Believe in them.  Maybe you've heard the famous line, 'Believing is seeing.'  Think of the folks in places like Mexico and France who have 'seen' the Virgin Mary coming down to them from the clouds, or some such thing.  Why hold yourself back from living in the world of your dreams?  It's as true as any other.  LOUIS"

The Reality of Fantasy, or the Fantasy of Reality


And now, in turn, each of those messages --the one from Earl and the one from Louis--begot responses of its own.


To Earl, Herman wrote:  "I don't think there's been any shift, Earl; or at least, my position on this issue has been consistent.  What I would say is that just because some other being or Being declares something important or good or beautiful or of value doesn't automatically make it so for some other being, like a human individual, even if that second being might be clearly a smaller player in the overall cosmic picture.  Whether it's Ken's God or the Greek's Zeus, divine fiat 'don't make it so' in the experiential realm of someone else.  (And indeed, both the jealous and wrathful God of the Bible and the petulant and philandering top deity of Olympus lack some credibility, in my eyes, in terms of their moral standing to make moral claims in the fiat-delivery department.  But that's a secondary matter.)  


"But at the same time, it is certainly true and completely understandable in human terms that a relationship with a Creator or Force-That's-With-You or Loving Savior can profoundly affect how a person will feel, how he or she will find meaning, in life.  


"Consider this simple analogy.  Just as traveling with a valued companion enriches the experience of a journey, certainly it is equally relevant, or more so, to how one will likely experience meaning whether or not one believes one is in a relationship with the Ruler of the Universe, or whatever, in one's daily moment-to-moment life.  


"No contradiction there:  the propositions are operating on wholly different levels.  HERMAN."


Meanwhile, a response of a very different sort had come in from another friend of mine who'd not been heard from before.  This was Jonathan, a spiritually very rich fellow of rather heterodox belief.  Jonathan's something of a shaman by nature, and a healer by trade.  I'd often said of him that he believed a great many things that I strongly suspected were not true, but he also probably believed some important true things that I, with my skeptical nature, wrongly believed to be untrue.  One of the things Jonathan had come to believe in, over the years, and much to my surprise, were the basic tenets of Christianity.  He often cast them in his own idiosyncratic ways, but his beliefs were in their essence unmistakably close to Christian orthodoxy.



"Maybe Ken's busily composing a message for this forum," Jonathan wrote, "but I think I have for long enough let Ken carry the burden for us who don't see the universe as the inherently meaningless place that some of the participants here believe, or fear, that it is.  


"It seems that some people here are ready to equate Charlie's belief in the Force with Ken's belief in Jesus Christ, the only differences being that Charlie got his belief from a movie while Ken got his from a Book, and that Charlie (unfortunately, as some apparently would argue) didn't 'really' believe in the Force while Ken truly does believe in God.


"I'd just like to protest such an equation.  Or perhaps I should say, to bear witness to the fallacy of such an equation.  I don't feel inclined here to go into the details of my own 'meaningful moments,' but suffice it to say that my own life has gone through various dark and difficult places, and it has been my relationship with the Lord that has brought me through to the other side.  


"It ain't no fantasy.


"So you can talk about how much fun it is to 'make' your own meaning.  But it isn't the same as the real thing.  JONATHAN"


"You're right, Jonathan, I was composing something."  This, of course, was Ken.  "And thanks for joining in, not that God needs our help, of course, but some of these mortals sure do.  


"I was going to say something rather similar.  I'll abbreviate my point:  The myths of the Greeks were just that-- myths.  Why equate fantasy with reality?  KEN"


"You also differentiated yourself earlier, Ken, from Carl's approach to life, from his advocacy of choosing a narrative that took him where he wanted to go," Carrey responded, evidently to Ken.  "But is there really such a difference?  Have you not likewise adopted a narrative that you like, and then dubbed it reality?  Charlie liked the feeling of being in the cosmos in which the Force is with one.  And doubtless you and Jonathan like the feeling of living in a narrative in which the Lord, Jesus, loves you and grants you salvation.  Other than your conviction that you're dealing in reality, rather than fantasy, I don't see the difference.  And, of course, yours would be the most powerful kind of fantasy-- the kind that is not recognized as such.  CARREY"


When I saw Carrey's message, I had some trepidation that perhaps the exchange might cross the line from welcome exchange of ideas to a painful stepping on of toes.  Not that I thought Carrey out of line to speak so bluntly.  After all, Jonathan and Ken were advancing their own strong claims in response to people whom they knew to disagree.  In fairness, I figured, those others had equal right to speak their own truth.  But fairness is not always all that matters, or all that governs people's feelings.  So I worried where it might go from there.


But, before either Ken or Jonathan could respond to Carrey, Mike came in with a message that was surprisingly oblique coming from him.  After all of Mike's head-on collisions, I was pleased to see that in this instance he found a less confrontive --but still highly effective-- way of making his point.


"OK.  Let's grant that you fellows are right that you've got the one true religion.  No fantasies for you, just the straight truth.  Which means, it would seem, that all the other belief systems in the history of the world --and there have been plenty, and still remain quite a few-- have therefore been in that other category, fantasy.  That is, they're ways of construing the nature of the world that are, as you would see them, merely the fruit of the imagination of human beings.


"Once we've stipulated all that to you, it would seem that you're compelled nonetheless to grant the main point that's been asserted here:  i.e., how great is our power to create our own meanings.  I'm thinking not of the true believers like yourselves, but also of all those countless false believers who comprise the rest of humankind through history.  True, their lives were shaped around fallacious beliefs.  But would you dispute that those lives were nonetheless given a deep sense of meaning by the religious fantasies taught them by their misguided cultures?


"The Muslim who faces Mecca five times a day, in the mistaken belief that Mohammed was Allah's messenger; the Hindu who works on improving his karma in the erroneous belief that he's on just one stage in the circle of reincarnations;  the ancient Greek who believed that the Oracle at Delphi handed down pronouncements from the Sun god, Apollo-- all these people, and countless others in different traditions, experience(d) (would you not grant?) a deep sense of meaningfulness, even though the image of the world that led to those meanings was inaccurate, and had been fabricated by mere mortals.  MIKE"

Of Games and Treasures


After that, the conversation departed from this by-way about "true religion," at least for a while-- except, that is, for a brief exchange between Ken and James about whether religious belief (such as Ken's) portrayed a world that was one people would like to believe in.  Ken proposed that while "Jesus loves you" is good news, some Christian religious belief --he mentioned the image of "Sinners in the hands of an angry God"-- was more frightening than comforting.  To which James responded by citing what Carl had said, in the context of the "truths" that sell in the book-market for non-fiction, about how "the simple good truth" is not always a "happy" one, a proposition that Carl had illustrated with the paranoid's desire to be told that the world is, as he suspects, full of conspiracies.


But after that brief exchange, other people picked up the conversation where it had left off back when Charlie (and a couple of others) had been talking about the genuine experience of meaning that can be derived from the fantasy of movies.


"I appreciated what Charlie wrote about movies," wrote Walt, my friend who'd watched the sun rise over his new place in Santa Fe.  "I myself have often found it remarkable how moved I can be by a fictional narrative --on film or whatever-- that I know very well isn't really happening, and never did.  I've shed tears over the death of those star-crossed lovers, Romeo and Juliet, who had so much happiness in store for them if only...  As a boy, I took great pleasure at the accomplishments of various Horatio Alger heroes.


"Through the self-delusory magic of identification, I become somebody I know that I'm not, go through experiences that are not part of my real life, and register meanings that --for all that unreality-- become an important part of my own experienced meaning.


"Pretty amazing.


"But actually, I'm writing in to raise another dimension of the ways that we create meaning for ourselves-- making something that's inherently without real significance into an meaningful part of our own stream of experience.  Though I'm drawing on my own experience, I know I'm representative in this:  representative, that is, of the phenomenon of the sports fan.


"I expect a lot of you can relate to this. You tune in to some sports event on TV and find there a contest between teams or individuals you know little or nothing about.  Maybe it's a college football game, or a professional boxing match.  It is possible, admittedly, to watch such a competition without taking sides.  But most people I know, including myself, find themselves irresistibly drawn into identifying with one side of the contest or the other.


"And here's where the strange part kicks in.  Suddenly, it matters.  You feel exuberant joy if 'your' team completes the pass, scores the touchdown.  You feel disheartened, pained, if the other team walks off the field victorious.   You've more or less arbitrarily created a set of meanings for yourself out of the action on the field.


"OK. That's a special case, the one where you don't really have any good reason to root for one side or another, where you just invent a momentary allegiance so as to have someone to identify with.  Right?


"Well, in my many years as a sports fan, I've come to think that this special case is more indicative of the nature of sportsfanhood generally than it at first seems.  Let's take my favorite NFL football team, the Minnesota Vikings.  Why do I cheer for them?  Because I went to high school in Minnesota, and still have friends there.  Good reason, no? Well, it's not so clear how you get from there to identifying with this particular bunch of guys in purple.


"It's not as though these fellows are people I know.  And if it made any sense to root for players from Minnesota --a big "if"-- that wouldn't do it, either.  These players come from all over the country-- grew up elsewhere, went to college elsewhere.  And not seldom they've played pro ball for other teams.  So what sense does it make to root for a player like Rich Gannon when he's quarterbacking the Vikes, but then root against him when he's piloting the Oakland Raiders, as I noted the other day is what he's up to in his post-Viking incarnation?


"So what exactly am I rooting for when I root for the team?  Is it the other fans I'm aligning myself with?  That's not how I experience it.  My whole emotional focus is on the action on the field, and the success or failure of the team.  But who are they to me, really?  I can't think of any real link that makes their fortunes meaningful to me, except that somehow I choose to hitch my emotional wagon to them and, in Carl's phrase, go along for the ride.


"But however weird and divorced from any true link with them I may be --it's not as though I'm rooting for my son out there, let alone being one of the players myself-- there's no doubting the reality of the emotional impact of what happens.  When the Vikings --who had seemed destined for glory last year, the best team in pro football, heading toward vindication after three decades with four Super Bowl losses-- lost that heartbreaker to Atlanta in the NFC Championship game, thus failing even to make it to the Super Bowl in which we dyed-in-the-wool-Viking-fans were already tasting victory (sigh!), my heart felt crushed.  And it wasn't just for a few minutes.  I can still feel the pain of that loss now, coming up to a year later.


"Go figure.  WALT"


That end of Walt's message reminded me of an exchange I'd had a few weeks before on a radio show I do regularly by phone to New Hampshire.  I'd been talking about sports and the way spectators throw themselves emotionally into the game.  But my point was that this emotional connection is so much more fleeting than the way we relate to events in our own real, personal lives.  If we lose a loved one, I said, that grief stays with us for years, maybe forever, but the baseball fan, though perhaps crushed in the immediate moment, has already recovered by the time he gets home from the stadium.  At which one of my interlocutors at the station in New Hampshire, the sports guy who'd spontaneously joined my usual host for this particular conversation, said, "You think so?  Ask the fans around here about the grounder Bill Buckner missed in the '85 series," referring to the flub that perpetuated the Boston Red Sox's long string of disappointments, the Curse of the Bambino that (some joke, or maybe believe) condemns the team to failure as a punishment for their one-time owner's having traded away Babe Ruth for mere mercenary reasons.  Many years since Buckner missed the grounder, he was saying, the Red Sox fans were still hurting.


Meanwhile, back on the forum, a message soon came in from Theresa, the woman who'd recovered the portrait of her parents from the debris following the tornado.


"Walt's presentation of the strangeness of the way the sports fan experiences meaning," Theresa wrote, "leads me to share some thoughts of mine on a different realm where things come to have an intense meaning that's also not plain to explain in terms of objective reality.  It's a strangeness I've come across as a 'collector.'


"I'm a life-long stamp collector.  (In case you're wondering, no, I didn't lose my collection in the tornado.  For some reason, I'd decided a few years ago to keep it in a safe deposit box.  That'll give you some idea of how much meaning those bits of paper have for me.)  At times, I've wondered what 'sense' it makes for me, and others, to attribute so much value to these stamps.  A particular rare specimen, as you know, can be worth a fortune.  The fact that there's a market for them, with real dollars and cents measuring the relation between supply and demand, almost makes it all seem obvious and straightforward.  But that really just begs the question.


"Other examples:  I go to flea markets where one discovers people who collect different kinds of old lunch boxes, or old match books, or glass bottles.  Again, supply and demand can set prices on these weird items, things that a lot of people would just regard as junk but that can light up a collector's face at first glance, make his whole day.  Maybe his week. 


"But supply and demand, dollars and cents-- they don't really get at the heart of this kind of meaning.  For example, what do you make of, say, bird watching?


"I do that, too.  And I keep a list of all the different kinds of birds I've seen.  I'll tell you:  when I spotted a Baltimore Oriole in my home state a couple of months ago --and they're not spotted hereabouts from one year to the next-- it was a really big deal.  It made my list longer.  And it gave me something 'important' to share with the folks in my bird watching club.  But, at another level, it was a creature of a bit of flesh and feathers and hollow bones, like any other bird.


"Same with butterflies, where the collector might also catch and display the little treasures.  A rare specimen is indeed a treasure --as much as a miser's gold that burns like a fire in his eyes-- but a butterfly is still just a bug.


"But for the collector, there's a way of thinking that imbues certain things with the standing of treasures.  And finding treasure is a special kind of excitement, of meaning, that we collectors live for.  Finding treasure-- and hoarding it.  THERESA"


Theresa's message also triggered a memory from my own thinking.  Living out in the mountains, as I do, I see deer all the time.  In fact, their main role in our lives is as possible hazards on the roads, and as consumers of many of the flowers and vegetables that I try to grow.  Their ubiquity in fact has almost led me to break my lifelong record of never being the master of a dog.  


But it was not so long ago that we didn't live out here, but rather in a city, and every time we glimpsed a deer was like a magical moment, a kind of experiential treasure.  The deer would symbolize "the wild," or "living nature," or some such wonderful, too-rare commodity in our experiential world.  And to spot such a creature would have great meaning for us.  


Nothing has changed about the nature of the deer, but the feeling has.  Supply and demand?  Maybe.  Some kind of valuing of the rare.  I expect that spotting a mountain lion nowadays from near our house would be a most special event along those same lines-- assuming we spotted it from a safe location.  And when in the woods around here I come across some plant I've not seen before, it brings a special feeling, even if the plant is not intrinsically any more wonderful than others of which there are an abundance.


But in any event, I understood what Theresa was saying about how the collector projects onto objects a kind of meaningfulness that may not correspond to the actual nature of the thing itself.

Dreams Are Made of This


We'd not heard from Adam since he'd told about his visit to Israel.  "I can't see how there can be any real controversy," Adam wrote now, "about the proposition that we can make our own meaning.  We have regular proof both that our minds can spin out experiential worlds and that these worlds can be the trigger for us of profound felt meaning.  The proof I'm referring to is our experience, every night, in our dreams.


"What else is a dream but a world of our own creation?  (Unless you believe it is a message from the spirit world, or from the divine.)  For whatever reason --and the reason isn't relevant to the point here-- our minds, when disengaged from the world and in the throes of sleep, conjure up whole landscapes and scenarios to play out dramas wholly imaginary.  But what has impressed me most, from my own experience, is the intensity of the felt meaningfulness of so much of what is experienced in dreams.


"In fact, I would say that a great many of the richest moments of my life have occurred in dreams.  Some of the times I've been most deeply moved emotionally have happened in that state.  Among the most intense and full-bodied sexual experiences of my life have happened in these night-time fantasies.  (I've often wished that I could, when awake, allow the sexual energy to flow as completely as it does in that unguarded state.)   And similarly with moments of spiritual or religious import.  One relevant point I left out of my previous story about visiting the land of Israel is that it struck me as perhaps the first time I'd had so spiritually moving an experience-- while awake!  I felt that I'd entered, as the Australian Aborigines would call it, the Dream Time.


"So, perhaps our dreams are a clue to the creative role we play --or at least can play-- in making our lives meaningful.  ADAM"


"Excellent point, Adam," Barry wrote next.  "To which I would add only this:  that another remarkable aspect of the dream phenomenon is how fully we accept --as real and important and true-- the world that in fact we have, in our imagination, entirely conjured up for ourselves.  BARRY."


"I don't know if you are suggesting this, Barry" --this was Randy, who'd written earlier about his deja vu experiences--  "but perhaps we might see our challenge in our lives as one of finding the ways to make our life like a dream we'd like to have.  If we can infuse the world around us with meaningfulness in the form of a sense of beauty, a sense of being worthy of love and appreciation, and other such goodies, then we live a good life.  As in our dreams, I'm thinking (experimentally here), so also in our lives generally:  it's our jobs to be our own Creators.  RANDY"


"Yeah, life should be like a dream," Carrey wrote.  "Maybe the ideal life would be a life of dreams.  One rich experience after another."


From here, the conversation went beyond the question of ways in which we can create meaning in our lives, and took off into some very far out --or maybe far in-- questions about the whole meaning of life, and reality, and what it means to say that something is of value, or even to say that it is true.
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