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What people are saying about


Everything Makes Sense


Everything Makes Sense is surcharged with heartfulness and artfulness and offers as well a deep store of thought-provoking verse and spirit-enlivening story-telling. The book is a tour de force worthy of the attention of anyone who has ever wondered what’s really happening in the Game of Life. As I commented to the author, this book will likely be read for centuries.


Rick Chapman, author of Meher Baba, the Compassionate One and How To Choose A Guru, An A to Z Guide To Telling the Real From the False


I couldn’t stop reading Everything Makes Sense, a deep and poetic book from an extraordinarily gifted writer. The book investigates human consciousness through the lenses of meaning and desire and should be required reading for all neuro-materialists holding onto the biological-robot/meaningless-universe meme.


Alec Tsakiris, host of the Skeptiko podcast and author of Why Science Is Wrong ... About Almost Everything and Why Evil Matters: How Science & Religion Fumbled a Big One


Everything Makes Sense is a thought-provoking book that challenges prevailing notions about the nature of intelligence and the limitations of physicalism. Author Tim Garvin invites us to immerse ourselves in deep existential questions about personal meaning and about our place in the universe. This book is a captivating read for anyone fascinated by the intricacies of the mind, consciousness, and the never-ending quest for understanding.


Dean Radin, PhD, Chief Scientist, Institute of Noetic Sciences, and author of Real Magic, Entangled Minds, and other books


Everything Makes Sense: A Close-Notice of Life and Consciousness is a vitally important book, offering a perspective on spirituality that informs and inspires. The thinking of Meher Baba and other spiritual leaders grace the book, along with rich thought experiments full of wisdom and beauty. The prose of this powerful book is artful, gripping, and insightful, and I enthusiastically recommend it as essential to everyone interested in spiritual enlightenment.


Jeffrey Long, MD, author of the New York Times-bestselling Evidence of the Afterlife: The Science of Near-Death Experiences and God and the Afterlife: The Groundbreaking New Evidence for God and Near-Death Experience


In this profound and hard-to-put-down book, Tim Garvin gently takes the reader on a journey of self-discovery. The simplicity of his method both belies and clarifies the depth of the questions he engages. Garvin patiently works through humanity’s most-challenging questions in a way that is practical and relatable. In Everything Makes Sense, open-minded readers will find a manuscript that confronts the deep issues of life with a spirit of wonder and a sincere desire for truth. The book works both as a prologue to the thought of such great sages as Meher Baba, Sri Aurobindo, Sri Ramakrishna, and Swami Vivekananda, and as a follow-up study to more fully unpack their teachings. I recommend it highly.


Dr JD Long, Professor of Religion, Philosophy, and Asian Studies, and author of Jainism: An Introduction, Hinduism in America and Discovering Indian Philosophy


In this innovative and stimulating book, Tim Garvin takes the reader on a wild, witty, and wise ride into the depths of life. By exploring and illuminating the concepts of desire, meaning, and mysticism, he clarifies some of life’s most profound issues: free will, suffering, consciousness, reincarnation, karma. What’s more, the writing is beautiful, with fantastic wordsmithing and creativity on every page. Everything, indeed, makes sense as Garvin integrates Meher Baba’s comprehensive texts on creation, consciousness, love, and the nature of spiritual work.


Dr. Allan Cohen, clinical psychologist and author of The Mastery of Consciousness: An Introduction and Guide to Practical Mysticism and Methods of Spiritual Development


I read Tim Garvin’s Everything Makes Sense with deep interest and believe his journey into the interior of consciousness will be loved, shared, and avidly read by the many seekers who are now awakening to the nature and purpose of life. Everything Makes Sense characterizes the universe as “the eternal busyness of God’s manifestation, the something-seen and the something-seeing as well … We are not only embedded in the being of God, we are ourselves made of God-stuff.” When I met Avatar Meher Baba in 1965, He said, “You are God, as is everyone sitting here. You are just not conscious of your divinity. It is my job to create that awareness.” Garvin’s comprehensive philosophical and psychological insight supports this idea with an invigorating exploration of consciousness. His innovative ideas are presented in a simple, direct way and illuminate the conception that “the universe is a divine manifestation and that we are ourselves secretly God.”


Naosherwan Anzar, author and editor of many books about Meher Baba, editor of the journal Glow International, and director of Beloved Archives


For any sincere seeker of Truth, Everything Makes Sense offers a path of contemplation that leads through the physical, psychological, and philosophical to the spiritual. The author eloquently and poetically directs the reader towards the purpose of life and consciousness. The writing reflects not only Garvin’s decades of studying the great thinkers, but also his likely many lifetimes of association with the source of Knowledge. This book is a gift that will allow ready seekers to forego years of preoccupation with trifling intellectual distractions and get on with “close-notice of life and consciousness.


Peter Nordeen, historian of the life and work of Avatar Meher Baba, writer and producer of God in Human Form and other films for Meher Filmworks
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To penetrate into the essence of all being and significance and to release the fragrance of that inner attainment for the guidance and benefit of others—by expressing, in the world of forms, truth, love, purity, and beauty—this is the sole game that has intrinsic and absolute worth. All other happenings, incidents, and attainments in themselves can have no lasting importance.


Meher Baba









This cautiously bold beginning


Consider: any two people, if they are honest and patient, are compelled, by the nature of existence itself, to agree about everything.


That assertion, especially today, seems absurd. So here’s a thought experiment: you and a friend commit to be honest and patient, then go for a walk to see if you can agree. That’s a tree. There’s a rock. Agreed? Agreed. Unless there’s insanity afoot, agreement about the visible world is routine.


Next, one of you asserts: Chinese people are more hard-working than any other. Agreed? Well…


Because now you have both encountered the invisible world, which is the most of everything. How, you honestly inquire (that’s the deal in this thought experiment), can you evaluate, measure, or even define the diligence of an entire population? You can’t, so you both shrug. Opinion might want to muscle forward and assert itself, but honesty shrugs and so opinion, however reluctantly, must shrug too. We may not be able to agree about much, but at least we know this: the swordplay of opinion is helpless to generate agreement. And this: honesty is the force that sheathed those swords. And this: that we are profoundly, inevitably, maddeningly ignorant of what is going on in the invisible world. Which is almost everything.


Still this book will assert that everything makes sense, and further, that the sense everything makes is indescribably lovely. Is that, opinion? These pages will point toward the trees and rocks of experience as well.









One Question, Two Answers, and the Bike


Everyone’s big question is always the same: what is all this? That is, what is life, existence, everything? For most of us it’s a back-of-the-mind question, because we don’t think we can answer it—or think we (or our betters) already have. Besides, how it gets answered by any one of us—or by any culture or era—is so variable we’ve mostly lost confidence in all answers. We might even think trying to answer the big question is presumptuous, or suspect the answer could turn us into either fanatics or desperados. That’s because that question—what is all this?—has only two possible answers. One, existence has something to do with divinity (an idea notorious for producing complacency and fanaticism). Or it doesn’t (which can produce despair).


On the no-God side we have the testimony of scientific materialism, and its cornucopia of iPhones and airplanes. On the God side we have libraries of disputing theologies. So why bother, because, anyway, we need to hit the grocery store, deal with those termites, look for a new job, and basically keep pedaling because, as we well know, unless we’re moving forward, the bicycle of getting-along-in-the-world tips right over.


Still, for most of us there are moments when we lay the bike down, walk into a field alone, maybe at night, and think, well, I got a lot of what I wanted, some of what I didn’t, and still, out here under these stars, this pesky loneliness is back. And again the question comes: really now, what is all this?


The question is generally not followed by an answer. And there’s the bicycle. At least we know how to ride that. Also, we must. So up we mount, and off we go.


But if you find yourself returning to that field more and more these days, then come along.









Experience to thought


Writing down thoughts creates two problems. One is the problem of transferring experience to explanation. Problem two is the unhappy nature of explanation itself.


About the first: say you bite into an apple and then think to recommend its taste to a friend. You might say—need only say and can only say—try it, it’s good. That’s because even apple aficionados are helpless to usefully parse the subtleties of taste. Everyone can distinguish—on a chemically charged strip of paper, for instance—apple taste from orange taste, but no one can provide a verbal account of those tastes so that someone who has never tasted either can distinguish between them. There is a provoking bluntness about the meaning contained in words and the eerie vagueness of experience where taste happens. This bluntness, this inability of language to make evident and easily transmissible our lived experience, is why we communicate through the generalizations we call ideas. The difficulty is that the ideas about which we hope to construct agreement are seldom as simple as the taste of an apple. Instead they are compounds of ideas and have hidden in their layers ideas about which we may not agree. We are all Brazilians or Christians or pragmatists so at least we agree about…very little.


The fact that we communicate in ideas brings up the second hazard of thinking and writing thoughts—explanation itself. Explain a tree. Okay, it’s that thing with branches and roots and leaves and— Wait, branches? What are those, now? Branches are those things that stick out from the trunk of the tree, and they have— Explain everything they have. Explain bark, then cambium, then mitochondria, then protein, then atoms, then quarks, then— And explaining stops, because, alas, explanation always finishes at the blank wall of the unexplained. Every explanation that satisfies only satisfies because we stopped questioning when explanation had served its purpose. How do you get to New York? Well, go north and east, and eventually you’ll see a bunch of buildings, and that’s New York. Every explanation requires only enough peripheral expansion to get us to New York, build an iPhone, or catch a mammoth. It’s simple to see that all explanation, when examined, is founded on the unexplained.


Another issue with explanation, which will become more evident when we consider the notion of physicalism, is that explanations are offered to fill the void beneath inquiry, and thus must comply with and satisfy the inquirer’s context. As in: a child cannot explain to his mother that the reason he hit his sister was that his hand moved.


Explanation can be understood as a penumbra of unthought thought that surrounds and supports the thought it explains. These unthought but linked thoughts are what create the vast meaning density we call intelligence and are why we can give each other hints. What’s that animal with the long neck that lives in Africa? You mean giraffe? We were able to think of giraffe because the penumbra of connected thought surrounding giraffe includes long neck and Africa. On a map, you can know exactly where Kansas is and what it looks like if you know the shapes and locations of Missouri, Oklahoma, Nebraska, and Colorado. But if you don’t know the shapes and locations of the states surrounding those states, you’re still lost. Despite the immensity of our thought world, we are all swimming in a fathomless matrix of the unexplained. But we can catch the mammoth and build the iPhone, so we don’t much think about it. Here we will though.


So apples and explanation make book writing, and reading, a fraught task. The best any thinking can do is point and proclaim, go that way, you’ll see what I’m talking about. Though this book is boldly entitled Everything Makes Sense, clearly, so far, for humankind, it hasn’t. These pages grant that all thinking, this thinking too, is merely a pointing, an effort to draw a clear go-that-way arrow, trusting that in the laboratory of your own being you can make the validating experiments.


Because when we’re out in that field alone at night surrounded by either Something, or Nothing, we’d all like a bit more explanation.









Two primitives


A note as we begin: some of the thinking in these pages may at first seem regrettably philosophical. It’s regrettable because philosophical thinking is too often merely spectating, a pointing-at, not a reporting-from. The thinking here though is not spectating and not scholarship either (a looking through the thought-lenses of other thinkers), but is instead close-noticing. Close-noticing sees what anyone can see when they bother to look. In that sense, these pages are nothing but a bothering to look.


Close-noticing can seem abstract but is really its opposite. Abstraction peers through the binoculars of intellect, which focus far from here and from now—as when, for instance, we consider history, that pieced-together assemblage of the past, or when we consider the mathematical conjectures of quantum theory, or when we examine life through the lens of other thinkers’ thoughts. Close-noticing removes the far-focused binoculars of intellect and tries to see what is happening here and happening now. It is not an abstraction away from lived life but is instead a peering into it, and that peering, since we don’t usually think that way, can seem abstract. (Phenomenology, the thought-system associated with Husserl, Heidegger, and Sartre, tried to see the world with as few presuppositions as possible, and was perhaps the first systematic effort to develop philosophy from close-noticing.) Close-noticing is witnessing existence as it is experienced. It is noticing what is happening within and without, with the fewest possible interpretive ideas screening and orienting that perception. Failure to close-notice is why we argue so much, and how opinion finds a nest in our thinking. If everyone were able to say only what they saw, everyone would be like the two guys on their honesty walk, contented shruggers. Anyway, the thinking here is generally that sort, the close-noticing type. Plus it’s offered meekly and with a happy shrug. Whenever this thinking seems too philosophical, kindly imagine the thinker sighing, then wondering what’s for dinner.


In the next few pages we are going to close-notice how thinking and living happen. That effort will serve us well when we begin to consider what we’re doing here.


To avoid the notorious disagreements hidden in the far-noticing of generalization, we’re going to start with the most basic thoughts possible, thoughts which have no penumbra of surrounding thought. We will borrow a term from philosophy here and call these thoughts our ontological primitives. (Ontological meaning having to do with existence itself, primitive meaning basic-most.)


So that: our first bit of close-noticing discovers that meaning is. Existence somehow means itself to us and does that continually, now and now and now. It’s almost ridiculous to mention that meaning is, a bit like mentioning that we breathe. It’s just what we are and do and doesn’t require attention—which is why we usually don’t think to mention it—or notice it. Meaning is the always-there stuff in which we’re embedded in the way a fish is embedded in water. It’s just the everywhere-and-always-stuff we’re poking around in. If you walk into an empty room you can’t say there’s no one there because you’re there. Meaning is just like that—some sort of always-there stuff. Whatever it may be—and that whatever is mysterious—we can at least hold that it’s the isness-matrix we’re all embedded in.


The meaning that presents itself to us now and now and now is different from what we think of as the meaning of life, which is a separate issue, one posed by the binoculars of intellect which wonders whether there is a point to all this poking around, a hidden substructure that we don’t know about but if we did know about would delight or depress us. The thought here is simply: everything that is, is because it means. Even so-called meaninglessness is meaning. Meaning, we may say, is the cradle of being in which we are held.


On its surface, this claim is not extraordinary and is even a bit like Descartes’s insight that since he was able to doubt, and since doubt was a form of thinking, and since thinking was a form of existence, then wonderful, he existed! A simple enough claim but also one that has electrified philosophy for centuries. The assertion here that meaning exists is as unastounding as Descartes’ assertion and equally undeniable, and also, sort of offhandedly, grants that yes, if there’s meaning, there’s existence. But here that’s beside the point. We want to know what meaning is, and how too, not whether it is. That it is is granted by—well, by its isness.


So the first primitive of this close-noticing is: meaning, which is the founding oddity of all existence.


Desire is the second primitive. It is, like meaning, discovered by close-noticing. I turn and notice a tree. How could I notice the tree without turning to look? How could I turn to look without wanting to? Everything we do or don’t do, and everything we think, proceeds from desire, the push-puller within every moment of meaning. Even if I am sitting quietly beside a creek trying not to think, it is desire which holds me in place. Desire is no doubt full of nuance and hard to tease out clearly from the murk of meaning called mind, and, as will be discussed, is sometimes conscious and sometimes unconscious. But it is with us always as the current of motive force within. Beneath and in advance of every mood, attitude, and act is the force of desire. Whether we wave our hand or refrain from waving it, whether we glance or decline to glance, whether we reply or remain silent—in every moment of our existence we are in thrall to desire.


But this question: we may say, well, my heart beats, and my heart is part of me, and I don’t desire that beating, so...But we don’t beat our heart. Our beating heart is outside the force of conscious desire that, for instance, turns our head when we look at a tree.


Since we know desire only through meaning, then is desire just another sort of meaning? No doubt desire appears in a context of meaning, but it is interestingly different. It is a force of some kind, a pusher and puller, whereas meaning is the context of that force. We want our way through life and time, which is to say, through meaning. Whatever we are, we may at least hold that we are made of meaning and desire. Meaning is the water of being in which we are suspended, and desire is the current that bears us along the river of time.


These two elements of our being, meaning and desire, are most primitive because they have no precedent or constituent forces or notions beneath or causing them that we can directly experience. They are the bottom-most constituents of every moment of our existence. They are a sort of binary code on which everything is built. They are the stuff of being.


And they are marvelous. I look about me, and however empty the world may seem, its very emptiness means itself to me. I look about me, and however vague my wanting may be, it still persists as restlessness or discontent.


So that: we are curiously, unexpectedly, magnificently, and continually embedded in knowing and wanting, and these two are the most apparent and essential structures of being that under-stand all experience. We have discovered them by close-noticing, and it is from these two primitives that we can most usefully begin to consider the nature and truth—and perhaps the purpose—of life.









The hard problem(s)


Before we open a discussion of the hard problem, which is what contemporary philosophers lovingly call the issue of consciousness itself, it will be useful to create a distinction between consciousness and intelligence, which are often conflated as the same thing. In these pages we will separate them. Intelligence we will define as that station-of-meaning-receiving installed somewhere in our head. Its antenna of meaning-receiving, our body, feeds in the five-fingered meaning of sensation (sight, hearing, touch, smell, and taste) which enables us to notice the world outside us. Intelligence also and importantly includes the inner world and its desires. Bundle all experience, and we have what here we will name intelligence, a compound of meaning and desire.


The fact that sometimes this intelligence is conscious in us and sometimes this intelligence works in the dark of the unconscious (about which more later) makes it useful to consider consciousness the window or screen through which intelligence manifests—and not intelligence itself. Consciousness is conscious of intelligence. That’s why it makes sense to refer to this sometimes-light-sometimes-dark window that sees intelligence by the name consciousness, and refer to the meaning and desire that it sees by the word intelligence. Which means that there are two hard problems. One, what’s consciousness? Two, what’s intelligence?


And, alas, there is even a third problem. Neither consciousness nor intelligence seem to be the whatever-it-is thing I am. I don’t say, I am a thought, but instead I say I have a thought. This is not a peculiarity of language but has somehow to do with selfness, self-identity, I-ness—whatever those utterly mysterious terms may mean. (Few, if any, in the history of thought have plucked the notion of self from wonderment.)


Interesting, if a bit aside, is the fact that intelligence seems to be a property not only of the in-here stuff of my intelligence but also of the out-there stuff of the universe. The ordered world in me, my intelligence, receives order from an ordered universe, and this happens in both consciousness and unconsciousness.


Finally, this note: though in these pages we’ll use the word intelligence for that meaning-getting-and-desiring something installed in us, it’s good to note that many thinkers use the word consciousness to mean the same thing.


And here’s an interesting oddity: the reason no one can explain intelligence is that it’s always intelligence doing the explaining. Explanations, recall, are penumbra-thoughts beneath the thought being explained. The branches, leaves, and roots of the intelligence-tree are always just more unexplainable intelligence. Intelligence is always and continually the first-in-line unpenumbraed stuff of everything. If one reads widely on the subject these days in philosophical journals, or turns to the voluminous internet videos, there can be found many thinkers who speak about intelligence (which they call consciousness) with enthusiasm—and sometimes with a disconcerting confidence. They announce that of all problems available it is the hardest, and that they and their colleagues are earnestly at work on it, each morning trundling to the thought mine to extract more and more of the glistening ore of consciousness. Yet, alas, though consciousness (intelligence) is not antagonistic toward this effort, it is—and for thousands of years has been—austere, implacable, and mute.


Intelligence cannot be pried from the mine of being and inspected since the only pry bar available is intelligence itself. That’s both a problem, and, as we shall see, the beginning of a solution.









The two types of meaning


At this point, it’s useful to note that meaning comes in two varieties, a getting part and a holding part. First meaning arrives. Then it persists. As in: I turn and see the tree behind me. It means its being to me. That’s the getting part. And when I turn away, the tree continues to mean its being as idea and memory. That’s the holding part. This meaning-holding, this continuing-to-mean-being, is what creates the duration we call time. (Mark Twain: “Time is what keeps everything from happening at once.”) It’s also what creates that bundling of meaning we call intellect—the tree as idea when I’m no longer looking at it. And creates, as well, the disputes of generalization. (Interestingly, the power of meaning-holding is secretly part of meaning-getting. We’ll get to that.)


Now then, want to witness a miracle? You’re in one. Miracles are said to escape natural law, to be somehow unmoored from the tedium of cause and effect. Yet what of the mysterious natural law that creates the continuous eruption of meaning and desire that is our being? This unbroken pouring forth is the unpenumbraed and originating miracle of existence. (The term miracle is generally associated with divinity, but at this point it is meant only to express the unexplained—and unexplainable—isness of being.)


So that’s the hard problem of modern philosophy, the consciousness problem, the what-is-all-this problem. Close-noticing has put us on the scent.


Somehow we seem to have skipped over the customary fork in philosophy between idealism and realism, realism being the view that the stuff of being is the bump-into material world, idealism being the consideration that bump-into stuff always occurs in and is known only in a field of mind. Every consideration of existence, Eastern or Western, has reached this point. Idealists favor the stuff that looks, the whatever-it-is stuff of intelligence. Realists favor the stuff that is looked at (though even they must concede that a good bit of that looked-at stuff is idea stuff—thoughts and emotions—and not just bump-into stuff). At this point, advocating the primacy of either idealism or realism is unnecessary because the two building blocks here proposed, meaning and desire, are preliminary to any position on the realism-idealism continuum, and from them we can construct a fairly complete picture of existence. Whether that picture is real or ideal, or whether those two terms lose their importance, will become evident.









Truth!


We generally think of truth as a sort of map-making, the correspondence of our thinking with what we experience. When our ideas (which are produced by meaning-holding) correspond accurately with the world’s arrangement, we call them true. However much philosophy and epistemology might subtilize things, the meaning-holding sort of truth can be conceived as accurately noticing the world. So that: we say that bad ideas don’t conform to the nature of the world, and true ideas do. We can build machines or dig a pit to catch a mammoth without thinking about all this, so normally we don’t bother. Still, we sometimes build bad machines, and sometimes the mammoth gets away. That happens because our ideas don’t always map perfectly. Map is, in fact, a shortcut word for thought, existence, and correspond. The mysterious power that makes us mapmakers is our mind’s ability to get and hold meaning, not just from the out-there world but from the in-here world as well.


In the vast soup of existence in which we exist, meaning-holding ideas are buckets of meaning we carry about and mentally pour back and forth. They can get us to New York, catch the mammoth, and build the iPhone.


But how do those buckets get filled? They get filled by the second type of meaning, meaning-getting.


And meaning-getting creates a second type of truth.









The priest, the dinner speaker, and the murderer


Here’s a tale logicians like to tell: John, the appointed dinner speaker, is late, so his buddy, a priest, takes the podium to fill in. The priest is a raconteur and tells the engaging story that when he was a young priest his first penitent confessed to a murder. John arrives, thanks the father, and, a raconteur himself, remarks that he has known the father for many years, and was, in fact, his first penitent.


Gasp.


It seems as if knowledge has been created—John’s a murderer! That’s because the facts of the tale were previously uncombined in a single mind. As in: you know that the first penitent was a murderer but nothing else. I know that John was the first penitent but nothing else. At that point, neither of us yet know that John is a murderer. But when we meet and confer we do know, because those two facts—known as premises—establish John’s guilt. If those facts were always public there would be no aha. It would just be something everyone knew—John was the father’s first penitent and murdered someone.


Combining uncombined premises in a single mind gives the illusion of new knowledge and has fascinated logicians, starting with Aristotle, for centuries. But if one person could know all the premises in existence, there would be nothing for that person to deduce. That person’s knowledge would already be laced together in a vast fabric of thought. This is good to note since it helps clarify where the foundation of knowledge lies. It’s not in the conclusions drawn from premises. It’s in the premises themselves.


It’s true, of course, that a single mind can know two premises, forget one, and by remembering it reach a conclusion that seems like discovery. This doesn’t obviate the point—it just notices that by a single mind we mean a single moment of someone’s consciousness.


The knowledge that lies within premises is not reached by deduction. And it’s not the knowledge that we carry about in idea-buckets. The idea-bucket sort of knowledge is the sort we can ladle back and forth within us and between us with language. As in: Carol, I really like elm trees. Carol: I like elm trees too. How did our idea buckets get filled with elmness? We experienced an elm (whether in a book or a park doesn’t matter here) and somehow got and held elmness within us. This getting-of-elm-meaning is prior to language, otherwise there would be nothing for language to name.


Meaning-getting is always preliminary to meaning-holding and is the source of all intelligence. How it happens is utterly mysterious. That it happens is utterly commonplace.


A good term for the meaning-getting that creates intelligence is intuition. The word comes from the Latin, in (meaning within) plus tueor (meaning to look at), so it’s a looking that happens inside us and fits the use of the word as the source of meaning within the psyche. We sometimes reserve the word intuition for special depth of insight, but here we are urging its more foundational sense, the initial and primary operation of receiving-meaning. All meaning arises that way and only gets languaged (held in idea buckets) after that arising. Another good term for that sort of knowledge is impression, since intuitions are the impressing-of-meaning onto the stuff of intelligence. They are the something-that-arises-and-means.


Now this: in an interesting sense, even ideas, which are the holding part of intelligence, are forms of intuition (meaning-getting), since there is within them, unnoticed and usually unimportant to notice, a continuous gettingness now and now and now as they are held in consciousness. For that reason, intuition, the meaning-getting aspect of existence, is the continuous and ever-present matrix in which all meaning, ideas included, is suspended. It is the Logos, the foundation of all intelligence, and really is another way of noticing that meaning simply is, now and now and now.


Meaning-getting is the initiating miracle of everything.









Deduction, conjecture, and Descartes’ farmer pal


Deduction holds unquestioned premises, and its conclusions are accompanied by a sense of certainty. Conjecture is different. Conjecture also holds premises and reaches conclusions, but its premises are held lightly in the palm, like nervous birds, and are granted the freedom to fly away at any moment. The conclusions of conjecture are tentative. Deduction asserts. Conjecture wonders. Conjecture is a form of guessing and is what scientists do. And mechanics and scuba divers. The scientist conjectures that the bacteria are eating the agar. The mechanic conjectures there must be an undiscovered bolt holding that plate in place. The scuba diver conjectures there might be a moray eel in that narrow cave. The scientist can’t see the bacteria feed, the mechanic hasn’t located the bolt, and the diver hasn’t seen an eel, but all are full of conjecture. And ah, the bacteria have grown, the mechanic discovers the bolt, and that’s a sneaky eel. Useful.


Conjecture is another term for what philosophers have referred to by the word induction, meaning a reasoning from prior experience (the sun has risen a million times so it’s going to rise tomorrow). Giving it that name, though, implies it’s a brother of deduction, so the word conjecture is better, since it points toward the secret in all idea knowledge: even our seemingly infallible deductions are really forms of conjecture. That’s because the premises on which deduction depends arise from the first and only source of meaning, which is meaning-getting, our intuition, our moment-by-moment comprehension of the now. And, alas, this comprehension forever wavers like heat lines in the desert of consciousness.


The feeling of certainty depends on ignoring the meaning-mystery contained in every premise. Though this ignoring is natural and even essential for normality, it’s still a form of ignoring, which is, oh well, a form of ignorance.


Is John a murderer? Only if the report that he confessed to the father is true, and also that he confessed truthfully. If we didn’t see him do it, we have to wander a trail of believing to think him guilty. But since meaning arrives only through intuition, and since intuitions can be fallible (the railroad tracks don’t meet in the distance), where’s certainty? Alas, nowhere. Certainty is merely felt satisfaction and never something inherent in meaning. When I swing my feet out of bed each morning, how do I know the floor will still be there? How do I know I’ll be married to the same woman? Many philosophers (Descartes, Hume, and others) have fascinated us by pointing out the conjectural nature of what-we-think-we-know. It was this uncertainty in knowing that Immanuel Kant said woke him from his dogmatic slumber to try to answer Hume and re-steady the ship of knowledge-getting. He left a tide of arguers in his wake.


How meaning-impressions arise and from where (and even why) is part of the gigantic meaning-is mystery. Intelligence is. And we are that. Somehow. The somehow issues from simple close-noticing. When we try to explore the penumbra or foundation of meaning—that is, to explain it—the handle we attempt to seize meaning with always turns out to be more meaning. Meaning can be explained by—well, damn—nothing whatever. Meaning is the context of everything. And utterly without an explanatory penumbra.


Meaning’s origin, meaning-getting, is not only mysterious, but maddeningly unreliable—railroad tracks and fallible memory. It’s all we have though—and is why argument about the nature of the world gets heated. And, incidentally, why we like reason so much. We’ll get to that.


We don’t normally notice the arising and persisting of meaning, or its uncertainty, because the second element of existence, desire, keeps us occupied. We are mostly, often desperately, busy with mammoths and iPhones. If Descartes had rushed out to his farmer pal and exclaimed, listen up, Josef! I just figured out that we actually do exist because, get this, even thinking about whether we exist means, hey, we must exist, since thinking can only happen in existence! Wow, hunh? Josef, a good-hearted fellow, nods, smiles, flicks the reins, and says, nice thought, Rene.


Lots of—actually almost all of—Western philosophy, and Eastern too, is this sort of thing, a rushing into the farmer’s field with insights that don’t assist in the plowing. It’s the mind making maps of a world it can’t see but imagines. It’s the mind attempting to prove that consciousness exists or doesn’t, that God exists or doesn’t, that we should be good or who cares? These suppositions were inevitable after mankind had language and time to think. One guy on the corner could shout, watch out, everyone, God’s angry and about to send a plague, and another guy on another corner (sometimes with an army behind him) could shout back, there’s no God, let’s loot the granary. Civilization gets messy and needs a skeleton of thought for support.


So far we have this: meaning-full intuitions arise in and flow through intelligence, which is both the getter and holder of this meaning (knowledge). Even if we are inclined to capitalize the i of the word intuition (or the k of the word knowledge) to indicate its august station as meaning’s fundamental dispenser, we must still grant that the genesis of the meaning we receive through intelligence is utterly mysterious.


Here’s why reason has an important place in human life. After we assemble our intuitive premises by the marvel of meaning-getting, then note intuition’s meagerness and deceptiveness, we can employ reason, which is meaning-holding, to expose contradictions. The poets tell us that the ability to live with self-contradiction is healthy and courageous, but logical contradiction always signals error, plus builds bad iPhones.


So that: we live in a mysterious and continuously-erupting matrix of meaning, and the train of connected meaning which we call explanation rests and ends on a void. Mind looks for what works and goes from there. Deduction, sometimes called reason, adds no new knowledge and only seems to by combining previously uncombined premises in a single mind. Its use is in combing for contradictions. If in a single moment of consciousness one mind knew all the facts there would be nothing for that mind to deduce. Finally, the substance of knowing is always meaning-getting, which is intuition, which is what has always made scientists, mechanics, scuba divers, and plowmen good at their jobs.


For centuries, the light within these insights has attracted philosophers like moths, particularly today’s philosophers of science. Though it’s irritating that mankind is suspended over an abyss of uncertainty, it’s also fascinating, since we are still able to create not only marvelous fabrics of thought but marvelous gadgets too.


Modern philosophers of science have devised an offset that deals with the uncertainty dilemma within conjecture. They call this offset inference to the best explanation (also probabilistic or Baysian thinking, after its originator, Thomas Bayes), which grants that, okay, the final truth is unknowable, but it’s still more useful to guess that it’s heat energy, not devils, that boils water. That way we can build nuclear reactors and don’t have to paste pictures of Jesus on the towers. (It’s not the time for science versus God, but we’ll get there—and without the versus.) The doctrine of inference to the best explanation is, at bottom, an admission, a shrug, an admonition to press-on-regardless in best-we-can-do knowing.









An admission, an apology, and an encouragement


The apology is for the above bit of thoughty bush-hogging, which so far may seem like throat-clearing. That’s also the admission. But throat-clearing, especially today with its cacophony of contending voices, is needed for clear thinking. The throat-clearing here is mind-clearing. Now that our minds are clear, we can begin to approach the real hard problem, not the revered hard problem of philosophers (consciousness), but the problem of what-is-good-to-do-all-day. And so we return to









Desire, and, hugely importantly, free will


We have established that every act done with what we call conscious will is done by following desire. Not only are we enmeshed in meaning, but we are led through the matrix of meaning by the bridle rope of desire. We seem to be free to choose our path through life, but hidden in the structure of choice is an invisible and utter bondage.


Some of the modern thinking around this topic involves neuroscience and the idea that the mind is a phenomenon of the physical brain, a cause-and-effect mechanism resulting from the electrical push-pull of molecular matter. Thus the mind too must be a cause-and-effect mechanism. Some thinkers, lamenting this bondage, appeal to the ideas of quantum mechanics, since that field postulates randomness at the core of material existence, a fact which they hold somehow rescues us from considering the will as entirely determined. But that postulate doesn’t succeed in saving freedom of choice, since the randomness they applaud as the rescuer of freedom has no sway in the theater of choice, the phenomenal inner chamber where decision appears.


But what of the neurological assertion that the push-pull of chemistry in our material brains creates a cause-and-effect bondage? The protests of some thinkers hoping to rescue freedom is that so far we can only notice correlation between brains and thinking and have no clear understanding of the causation between those poles. Causation, they assert, clearly goes both ways. I take a pill and feel less pain. I want to raise my finger and do.


Yet free will can be seen to be an illusion long before we need to puzzle about molecular bumping or the correlation between matter and thought. In what we call free will there has always been an infinite regress discoverable by close-noticing.


Chocolate or vanilla?


I’ll take chocolate.


Why?


I like it.


Did you choose to like it?


Ah.


Thus, as we stand before the ice cream counter, the hesitation we call choice is only a sounding for preference that waits to see which desire is strongest and will prevail. It is one of the foundational marvels of human life that the bondage of so-called choice is unavailable to experience—we’ll make more of this eventually—and is available to thought only in reflection, only in a looking-back at the inner action of choosing. Then only can we understand—though never actually experience—that preference is not now or ever free, but always imposed from the matrix of desire that inhabits us.


Much of our doing arises and even continues beneath our notice, as in: I absentmindedly scratch an itch. Such acts do not involve conscious desire and thus do not challenge or support our notion of freedom. But when choice occurs with a deliberative pause—hummm, chocolate or vanilla? or hummm, should I use 24-inch or 16-inch centers in the stud wall?—that pause, when I consider it after the fact, seems to show that my mental consideration of alternatives means I could have chosen other than I did. But whichever flavor or wall design I choose, however much I may have weighed choosing the other, and however complicated and nuanced by fields of thought was my consideration, the decision that prevailed prevailed because the desire for that flavor or design was strongest—and its strength was not chosen but imposed. Choice follows the strongest desire and does not create that desire’s strength. It accepts it. However tangled the thicket of consideration from which wanting emerges, the desires that emerge and become choice are always the strongest. And compel a perfunctory acceptance.


Finally, this last gasp objection: you like chocolate best, you explain, because you chose to like it best. We needn’t confront the psychological impossibility of such a decision here. We merely need to ask whether you chose to choose to like it best. And then if you chose to choose to choose to like it best. That’s the infinite regress. And no one stands before the ice cream counter infinitely long.


So that: choice is an illusion and not free, and, however delayed and nuanced by the hesitation of thinking, it is always completely determined by desire, which is not chosen but compelled.


Still, if you complain to a wise man that, alas, all are in utter bondage, the wise man—though he well knows what you say is true—is likely to clap your knee and say, c’mon, brother, admit it, you are free! This is because, despite the conclusions of thinking which demonstrate that we are entirely bound in the prison of desire, we are likewise bound in the inescapable theater of choice. The process of consideration we engage in before choice, however illusory, is an impossible-to-dispense-with feeling-state. There are no fatalist pedestrians in heavy traffic.


But this disturbing consideration: recognizing our bondage to desire seems to violate normality. If everyone is bound by desire they did not create or choose, then who is guilty? Who responsible? Are you telling me, sir, that the villain who murdered my mother is not guilty of a heinous crime and worthy of punishment! If we admit that each of us flails through existence pushed and pulled by thrust-on desire, can society be effectively ordered? Is all regret illegitimate? The ordinary idea-buckets of ethics and morality will not do here, since those buckets contain the crudity of should and ought, those ancient, implacable clubs that ignore entirely the desire-fix we are all in. We need more delicate thinking.


We’ll find that thinking in what’s to come. When we do, we will find that that thinking, instead of disturbing normality, enriches it. Our hidden bondage may be fatal to ideas of right and wrong, but it leaves intact the far more important notions of good and bad. Reunderstanding will is a massive reorientation—with massive consequences for society and for the psyche.


Now a few more preliminaries.









The marvelous consciousness-unconsciousness junction


When we try to hold consciousness, the on light, and unconsciousness, the off light, in our palm and carefully note their characteristics, we see that we can do this only for one of these poles, consciousness, because only consciousness is experienceable. Unconsciousness we know only by conjecture. It is the impenetrable darkness from which, we conjecture, all being rises and falls away. No doubt its conjecture is entirely natural to our being—as natural, in fact, as seeing a person behind a counter and feeling assured that his or her bottom half, which is not experienced in consciousness, is as existent as the visible top half. In my consciousness there is no tree. I turn and one appears. From where does it appear? It appears from a somewhere that I formerly was not conscious of. In these pages, we name that somewhere the unconscious.


Philosophy likes to raise its hand here to ask for epistemological details. That questioning began thousands of years ago and continues still. This discussion nods respectfully—but has business elsewhere.


This conception of the unconscious is, in other words, a way of noting that everything we are not currently conscious of we are unconscious of. This means, of course, that for human beings most of existence is entirely and unfathomably unconscious.


This idea of the unconscious is different from the psychologists’ idea, which is mostly a way of conjecturing the existence of a holding place of desires that are unknown to us. The conception here includes those desires, no doubt, but also includes the no-tree state that follows the tree state, and in fact all being of which we are not currently conscious.


While we cannot directly experience the unconscious, we can get close to seeing it in action by performing a simple thought experiment. Answer any question with a spoken sentence—for instance, what did you do so far today? You might say, “Well, I woke up, went to the kitchen—quietly, since everyone was sleeping—and made a cup of coffee, which I enjoyed sitting in my chair by the window, then thought, time to get dressed, so I have to wake him up, so, oh well, I went back to the bedroom and touched his shoulder and...”


As you watch yourself speak that sentence, or any sentence, you have no consciously present idea of the sentence’s grammar or how you intend to phrase it or when you intend to end it, yet it fountains from your being with masterful sense and order. Everything we do and have ever done is like that, an intelligent unrolling from the dark of the unconscious now and now and now. The meaning in speech issues from our being with full order and sense toward a perfectly grammatical end (usually) so that as we begin speaking a sentence it makes sense to conjecture that there must be an unconscious knowing somewhere in our intelligence. We have no foreknowledge of the precise words and tone of our sentence—where we will pause, where add emphasis—yet in speaking it we end up—quite eerily —making sense. We might think of sentence-saying as traveling along the span of the sentence as it unrolls in time so that sentences are the unconscious, somehow-prepared tracks of meaning we follow. But since we never experience the past or future but are always suspended in the present, a more accurate way to conceive of sentence-saying is that we are continually installed in a now-bound consciousness-cart, and sentences are tracks of intelligence that flow beneath us from darkness to light to darkness.


And this too: not only do sentences unroll beneath our consciousness-cart, but everything else does too. Our entire being is a track of intelligence that unrolls from the unconscious into consciousness and back to unconsciousness, and always now.


All this becomes evident in the simplicity of close-noticing.


We brought up the dual nature of our embeddedness in consciousness and unconsciousness to help us understand choice. Only by understanding our existence as occurring at the intersection of those poles can we begin to understand the nature of our lived experience—and also understand the resolution of our no-freedom fix. Clarity here will not only illumine the act of choice, but will lead us past the blindness of right and wrong to the land of good and bad. And begin to open the deepest secret in human experience.


How does the conscious-unconsciousness junction create the illusion of free will? It does this by concealing, in the dark of unconsciousness, the desires that bloom and flow through us in the now, in consciousness. Wave your hand. Or don’t. Whichever you did, the desire that prompted or inhibited the action is dark at the moment of action or inaction. A feeling of assent accompanies some desires, and we permit their expression. A feeling of dissent inhibits others. Further, that feeling of permission or inhibition is itself not free, since it too is a feeling conditioned by desire. And the bottom-most desire, the energy-giving impulse that prompts action or inaction, is always dark.


I am overweight and decide to diet. A donut appears. If I push it away it is because the desire to lose weight prevailed. If I don’t, it is because the desire for pleasure prevailed (or the irritated desire not to live as the prisoner of other people’s evaluations). Choice sounds for preference, and this sounding, this sometimes delay at the consciousness-unconsciousness junction as our preferences emerge and clarify, is what we term choice. Unless someone has a gun to our head and orders us to choose chocolate, we consider choice free. But when we properly understand the act we call choice, we see that the assent or inhibition that accompanies choice is entirely desire-bound. When we refuse the donut, it’s not because we chose to want to diet. If we accept it, it’s not because we chose to want pleasure. One desire muscled its way past others because that desire had more strength. Every choice-deliberation ends in a moment of decision in which the strongest desire compels us, and, since that compelling is always dark and out of the keeping of consciousness, it seems free.


Understanding the bondage of freedom produces a massive—and inspiring—reconsideration of human life.









The plan of the next several pages


We have mentioned that some desires muscle their way past others. This insight leads to an appreciation of the strength of desire and is critical to understanding choice—and, as we will see, to understanding how to live. To get to that though, we’ll first need to open some surrounding ideas.


First, we’ll consider the nature of the ego, that always-present-but-always-elusive centralizing station of intelligence that is somehow suspended between consciousness and unconsciousness. Then we’ll examine the oddity, and inevitability, of blame and guilt, those implacable twins that always squeeze through the door when we misunderstand choice.


Following that, we encounter the two blustery doctrines that oppose, obstruct, and even prevent the close-notice of lived life, namely physicalism and neo-Darwinism. Then comes a discussion of introspection and finally—after an encounter with two Mississippi detectives—we’ll be ready to more deeply unravel the inner world.


And at last arrive at the central conjecture of these pages.









Where ego I go


Some desires flow through ego but are not thought of as egotistical. These produce offhand actions—brushing our teeth, sitting down, standing up—and ego here can be considered a centralizing station of desire, the inner pivot we experience the world from. On the other hand, some desires create, craft, and maintain our front self, the CEO of our seeing-and-doing desire-station.


So what’s this front self? It is the conscious station of being we present to the world and ourselves. The most elementary inquiry (the chocolate-vanilla thought experiment) reveals that this front self is not, as it claims to itself and the world, in control of its being but is instead infested by desires and thoughts, which issue, one after the other, from the darkness of its unconscious. Though dark to the front self, this back-there-always unconscious self is possessed of a large and intricate intelligence. After all, it knows just what to promote or repress to keep things in order. (In neurosis it stagnates. In psychosis it fails.)


The back-there-always dark ego creates in the front self a complex of pride, self-justification, illusion, distorted memory, grudge, despair, blame, guilt, hypocrisy, sentiment, callousness, pretense, modesty, vengeance—and also gratitude, delight, hope, optimism, and kindness. In short, these parts, dark and light together, produce the continually self-tying knot of being that creates our who, our me, our first-named doing-thinking-emoting person. Our front and back selves construct a kind of junkyard boat, a pieced-together-from-scraps vessel that is launched onto the storm-tossed sea of an existence it little understands and continually misunderstands. This ego-boat has a thousand goals, but it’s bottom-most purpose is to not sink, to not be humiliated, depressed, embarrassed, neglected, scorned, or made to look stupid. When it’s successful (according to its own estimation), it feels superior. When it doesn’t, it feels inferior. To whom does it feel superior or inferior? To other ego-vessels, which, like it, are floating and foundering in the sea of reputation. Whether we praise reputation as our most precious possession or scorn it as dependency, the ego’s attention is helplessly fastened on the barometer of esteem. For that, the philosopher Sartre had a point—hell is other people.


The dark part of the ego, which psychologists name the personal unconscious and sometimes the shadow self, is made of tendrilled, twining, hard-to-separate and hard-to-see desires. These desires create the front self’s foundation—and impenetrability. The ego’s front self walks on stilts buried in its shadow where live the dark groomers and suppressors that create the ego’s notorious craftiness. Their role is to somehow, anyhow, produce in the ego enough assurance, confidence, and get-up-and-go to get through the days and years of a life. Every psychological therapist worthy of that name has two patients simultaneously. One is the front self the patient is conscious of. The other is the shadow self beneath the patient’s front self. As Carl Jung noted in The Undiscovered Self, failure to experience the patient’s unseen shadow self reduces therapy to advice.


In both its conscious and unconscious parts, the ego is merely an invisible coach whose sole job is to select players (desires) that crowd forward from the bench of the unconscious, avid to get in the game. The players jostle and elbow for the coach’s attention because they know there are plenty of other players eager for the ball. This ego-coach is thought to be a commander but is really a servant that must and does select for play the most powerful desire-soldier able to push its way forward and present its claim. However subtle and seemingly intelligent, egotism is essentially an ordering of the soldiery of desire. Where the strongest always wins.


A by-note: the structure of egotism seems to be uniquely human and not so much a part of the animal or plant kingdoms. It takes vast intelligence to navigate even clumsily through the welter of our own and other people’s impressions and expectations, and it is likely that only our fullest human consciousness is up to the task. (Dogs are on the way, though, as when, for instance, they slump in sheepishness after being scolded for gobbling your untended sandwich.)


The psyche is a mass of desire-layers that support and repress each other, and its shifting matrix makes living giantly subtle. I refuse dessert, then notice someone noticing my refusal and note too, and happily, their jealousy and admiration. Though she is contentedly married, I tell her how nice she looks, and she, though she is contentedly married, responds with flirting pleasure.


We sometimes consider the ego’s chief work to be self-confidence, which we may describe as desire fountaining smoothly from the self (in both its unconscious and conscious parts). Yet smoothness of desiring is hardly the height of value. A handsome movie star enters the ballroom and contentedly receives his accustomed notice, blithely ignorant or even indifferent that the room contains three Nobel laureates. We are aware that confidence is not, by itself, the essence of value, since we revere dignity, which is confidence accompanied by understanding. The word we use for confidence without understanding is cocky.


It’s worth noting at this point that our pushed-along-by-desire egotism is notoriously invisible. That’s because desire, and, for that matter, all thinking, is notoriously invisible. That’s why considering the ego and its crowd of desires can seem hopelessly conceptual. At least at first. Eventually though, we can begin, through simple close-noticing, to see desire in action. We can more and more clearly experience, despite desire’s invisibility, its powerful and evident thingness. Though we cannot experience the unfreedom of choice, we can be conscious of the desire that compels us to action. Admittedly, it sometimes takes a bit of special attention to pry invisible desire from its hiding place, but that is not intellectual work. It is the work of close-noticing. By resolute looking, we can experience the thingness of desire—which means, however slippery and hard to parse desire may be, it can be truly or falsely mapped.
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