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  Overture

  A Day in the Life

  We awaken in the morning. We shower, eat the breakfast, kiss the wife, tussle the children’s hair, and send them out the door to school. Then we start up the car, fight the traffic, grab the coffee from the drive-through, fight the traffic again, park the car, and rush past the homeless people, making sure never to make eye contact with anyone. We arrive at the workplace, and give eight hours or more of time to the very important task of moving things around from one place to another: raw materials, documents, computer files, machine parts, ad copy, finished product, and money. Why do we do this? Because other people are depending on us, so that they too can move things around from one place to another.

  Everywhere you go, you see things in motion, and people and machines at work. Everywhere you see roads and rails carrying things-that-have-to-be-moved-around over every landscape, every ocean, and every skyline. Everywhere you see busy-ness, occupying nearly every square meter of livable land on Earth. Everything is in motion, and nothing is still. Why do we do this? Because someone is giving us money to continue doing it.

  All the while, we tell ourselves little stories. We say anyone can become one of the country’s lawmakers, or even its head of state. We say anyone can start a business, and that anyone who works hard enough can get very rich. And on the personal level we tell ourselves that we can think and believe and say whatever we want, marry anyone we want, play any kind of games, make any kind of art, work at any kind of job, seek any body of knowledge or education, join or quit any kind of association, subscribe to any religion, or even do none of these things. We can follow any way of life we choose. Why do we tell ourselves these stories? Because these are the stories of freedom, and we all want to be free.

  At the end of the day, we go from the working-place to the shopping-place and spend that money. We buy food, clothing, maintenance for the house, fuel for the car, toys for the kids, and other toys for the adults. Everywhere you look, you see posters, billboards, signs, electronic displays, and labels, telling you how to spend your money. You find them on the walls of city buses, inside and out. You find them painted on the sides of buildings. You find them in your home, and printed on your clothing. You find them on your television and in your newspapers, magazines, and websites. You find them inside your mind. They tell you what you should look like, how you should act, what to say, how to live, what to do, and who you are. And most of us do follow along, most of the time. Why do we do this? Because we fear that if we do not do this, no one will love us, and we all want to be loved.

  Then with plastic bags packed and plastic money spent, we take our plastic treasures home. We kiss the wife, eat the dinner, and send the kids off to play computer games in a sound-proofed basement. After that, we retire to a different room to watch the movie, drink the wine, kiss the wife again, and go to bed.

  Why do we do this? So that tomorrow, we can do it again.

  And why will we do this tomorrow? So that we can do it again the next day.

  And when you go to bed in the evening, you try to rest and let it go, but the demands and consequences of the day vibrate in your head and trouble your sleep. You do your best to convince yourself that the noise is an acceptable price to pay for your prosperity, your freedom, and the love of others around you. Or you simply take a sleeping pill and chemically wash it away. Soon we will rise in the morning, and do it again. And why shall we do it again? So that we can do it all over again the next day.

  And then, on the day after that, we can do it again.

  And then, after that –

  And then –

  But really – why, why, please, why do we do this?

  I suspect that most people really don’t know anymore.

  But we do know that something is wrong, even if we don’t know exactly what. This sense of the wrongness of it all has perhaps been on people’s minds since the very first cities, many thousands of years ago. How did we come to this? What is wrong here? Why do we stay stuck in it? What alternatives exist? How can we discover the solutions we need? Why do so very few of us live truly meaningful and worthwhile lives?

  Friends, if you can spare a moment from this neurotic routine of ours, I’d like to share with you my own explanation.

  The Labyrinth of Fear

  Our world is utterly saturated with fear. We fear being attacked by religious extremists, both foreign and domestic. We fear the loss of political rights, a loss of privacy, or a loss of freedom. We fear being injured, robbed or attacked, being judged by others, or neglected, or left unloved. We fear succumbing to an exotic pandemic disease, or losing our homes to catastrophic storms induced by climate change and global warming. We fear the social breakdown that abortion, divorce, and same-sex marriage will supposedly cause. We fear foreign immigrants with their strange customs, coming to our neighborhoods to take our jobs, drain our welfare state, or commit crimes. We have existential fears such as the fear of death, fear of freedom itself, fear of the afterlife, fear of being ‘unreal’ (a surprisingly common one, although difficult to describe), and fear of loneliness and isolation. You might boast of having none of these fears. Yet there is a part of your mind which knows that certain boundaries must not be crossed. We see certain consequences befalling the unprepared, the disbeliever, the nonconformist, the Socratic gadfly. And so we supervise ourselves. We subscribe to moral and political values that separate us from each other, instead of unite us, such as competition, and individualism. We immerse ourselves in escapist mass entertainment, such as ‘reality TV’ programs. We support fanatical politicians and preachers. Our politicians, in turn, support dictators and tyrants in other countries, all in the name of ‘security’ and ‘stability’. And we arm ourselves to the teeth, and pray to God to be saved. Thus even when we say we have no fear of these things, fear still governs our minds.

  Let me draw attention to a special complication in the way fear affects our minds. I hope you will agree that what I’m about to describe is real, and that if it doesn’t exactly cause all of our problems, it certainly participates in many of them, and worsens them. The problem I wish to describe is, in its essence, the same problem faced by the builder of a labyrinth who, on finishing his labyrinth, finds that he has sealed himself up inside it. Consider a few simple examples:

  
    	An interior decorator paints himself into a corner, and then can’t move out of that corner without spoiling the paint job and getting his clothes dirty.

    	A carpenter builds a beautiful wooden fishing boat in his workshop, only to find that the finished work is too large to fit through the door.

    	A socialite wants to be well-liked by the people around him. Therefore every time he is invited to a party, he promises to attend. Sometimes he agrees to so many party invitations that he double-books himself. He becomes unable to fulfill many of his promises. He thus creates a reputation for himself as an unreliable busybody.

  

  These introductory examples are perhaps rather silly. In the first example, the solution is quite obvious: the painter will have to just accept that he will get dirty as he crosses the floor. The carpenter in the second example will have to disassemble his boat and reassemble it elsewhere, or else perhaps demolish one of the walls of his workshop. The painter and the carpenter can laugh about their mistakes later. And all three of them could have saved themselves their trouble with a little bit of forethought. But the socialite in the third example will have to sacrifice some of his pride. He may have to change his habits, and make realistic promises rather than numerous ones. And yet he may be unwilling to do so: if he’s like most people, he thinks that admitting his mistakes must entail a loss of face.

  In ethics, the notion of rational self-interests has a certain prestige. A right, for instance, is now normally defined as an interest of sufficient importance that the rights holder can place others under a duty to have that interest fulfilled. And in Utilitarianism, the notion of interests underlies one of the standard definitions of utility itself: the satisfaction of one’s rational desires. We also find it in modern economics, which explains consumer behavior in terms of people’s willingness to spend money in pursuit of their interests. As just about everyone now knows, the pursuit of rational self-interest can produce self-refuting strategies for success. People sometimes do what they think is in their best interest, but produce a bad situation for that person and perhaps also for others involved. The best known philosophical account of such situations is a logic puzzle called the Prisoner’s Dilemma. This puzzle was first invented by American mathematicians working for the RAND corporation. But it was put into its best known form and given its name by Canadian born mathematician Albert Tucker. Here’s one version of the dilemma.

  
    Suppose you and an accomplice have committed a crime. The police have evidence sufficient only to give each of you a short jail sentence, and they want to get a confession fully implicating both of you. They separate you, and tell you that if your accomplice doesn’t confess you’ll get one year in jail if you confess, but two years if you don’t confess. If your accomplice does confess, then you’ll get three years if you confess, and four years if you don’t confess. They also say that the same deal is being offered to your accomplice.1

  

  Well, do you confess, or not? The dilemma presupposes that all prisoners are motivated by rational self-interest, and rational self-interest presumably includes getting the shortest jail time possible. To get the shortest sentence, one year, it’s in your interest to confess. But your accomplice reasons the same way, so he confesses too, which sticks both of you in jail for three years. Suppose you stay silent instead. Then you have to decide whether you trust your accomplice to co-operate, which gives you both two years; a much better result than three. But if you cooperate by staying silent and the accomplice defects by confessing, you both get the maximum sentence, four years.

  The prisoner’s dilemma is a model of any situation in which two or more people or groups, who aren’t communicating with each other very well, pursue what they think is in their self interest. But they instead produce a result that is actually contrary to their self-interest. It does not show that co-operation is always more successful than narrow selfishness, as it is often interpreted to mean. Rather, it shows that under some circumstances, when the structure of penalties and rewards is arranged in a certain way, co-operation is a better strategy for success than selfishness. The serious question here is not just a matter of whether self-interest is self-refuting. It is a question of how well real-world problems resemble the prisoner’s dilemma. And this question can be answered easily: lots of real-world problems do, in fact, resemble the dilemma. Robert Axelrod, for instance, observed that the dilemma can explain the spontaneous cease-fires across the trench battlefields of the First World War. Soldiers had an interest in not being shot as they gathered their wounded, or as they celebrated Christmas dinner. So they refrained from shooting their enemies, and trusted that their enemies would reason the same way.2

  Yet sometimes a real-world situation is much more than a matter of self-interested behavior producing bad results. It is also a case of the choices which someone makes, in pursuit of some interest, which produce bad consequences and also trap him into affirming those bad consequences as if they were good. Or, to explain another way: the bad consequences cannot be undone without repudiating some part of the pursuit of one’s interests. And this may seem like a fairly straightforward thesis, nothing too original, but for two qualities which I shall shortly explain. Real-world examples of prisoner’s dilemmas tend to have these two qualities, but the logic puzzle as normally expressed does not account for them very well. When those qualities are present, they render the prisoner’s dilemma into something I’d like to call the labyrinth of fear.

  In art, a labyrinth is a geometrically designed maze, with harmonious proportions. Unlike mazes, labyrinths usually have a single path leading from the beginning to the end. There are usually no branches, false paths, or dead ends. Also unlike mazes, the beginning is always at the edge and the end is always in the center. In that respect they are perhaps better compared to mandalas. The oldest labyrinths are prehistoric carvings on cave walls and various stone artifacts. One finds them in classical Greek and Roman times, for instance on Cretan coins. One also finds them in mediaeval religious art, for instance laid in the stonework floors of mediaeval cathedrals. As works of art, I am quite fond of them; I find them very beautiful. That very aesthetic quality is also one of the qualities of the labyrinth of fear. Like the labyrinths of art, the labyrinth of fear also has a direct path from the center to the outside. One can escape from it easily enough by following the thread back to the door. For unlike mazes, there are no dead ends and confusing branches to keep the prisoner trapped. Rather, he is held within the labyrinth by the hypnotic and mesmerizing design of the labyrinth itself. The prisoner is proud of his workmanship and entranced with the sight of something that is his own doing. At the same time he fears what might lie beyond its walls. Therefore he stays where he is: he remains unwilling to leave.

  To show how this may work in matters more serious than floor painting and boat building, here are a few more examples.

  
    
      
      
      
        	4.
        	A person enjoys eating pizza, hot dogs, hamburgers, sugary breakfast cereals, chips, pop, beer, hard liquor, and rich desserts. This food is cheap, readily available, and pleasurable to eat. But after ten years of eating nothing else, he finds himself morbidly obese, suffering from type-2 diabetes and various substance addictions. He may have difficulty washing himself, and may be in serious danger of an early death from liver and kidney failure or heart disease. Strangers in public places also taunt and jeer at him because of his weight.
      

      
        	5.
        	A person wishes to be physically attractive. He therefore spends hours each morning and evening on maintaining his appearance. He submits to various surgical procedures such as Botox injections, liposuction, and facelifts. He replaces his entire wardrobe several times a year, at great expense. As a result, he may indeed be regarded as attractive by many of the people around him. However, he may also have gained a psychological obsession. He compulsively checks his appearance in every available reflective surface. Most if not all conversations with his friends concern recent fashion trends, and judgments of other people’s looks. He may feel traumatized at the discovery of minor physical imperfections, such as moles, grey hairs, or age wrinkles. He may place himself on a starvation- diet to achieve thinness, and thereby threaten his physical health as well.
      

      
        	6.
        	A person wishes to live ‘the good life’, with the fanciest cars, the most high-tech computers and electronics, the biggest house, the most fashionable accessories, the most exotic vacations. He makes impulse purchases of clothes, food, books, and novelties, and to justify these purchases he tells himself, “I’ve had a bad day today,” or “I deserve it.”. To pay for this lifestyle, he gathers together as many credit cards, bank loans, payday advances, and other sources of money that he can, and spends the money as fast as he can. A few years later he finds that his total debts outweigh his total assets, and his monthly minimum payments are greater than his actual monthly income. His creditors may take him to court to garnish his wages or take away his savings. His landlord may evict him for non-payment of rent, or his mortgage holder might repossess his house, in either case leaving him homeless.
      

    

  

  Each of these examples may look like straightforward cases of someone intending benefit for himself but producing harm instead. But there is more than that going on. These people remain committed to their situations, even with consequences like these, because they perceive that their situation is a product of their choices. It is something that they have positively willed. They therefore usually reject all criticism or advice from others concerning how the situation is not in their best interest. You have all heard the argument: “It’s my choice, and it’s a free society, so I can do whatever I want.” Indeed this reason for remaining within the labyrinth may create the illusion of freedom. The prisoners may even believe that their locked and stressed circumstance is a situation that they actually want. As the prison is made by the hands of the prisoners, so the prisoners think themselves still free.

  Furthermore, the center of a labyrinth houses a monster. The word ‘labyrinth’ first appears in Greek mythology, and refers to a maze-like structure built by the architect Daedalus to imprison a minotaur. In the labyrinths of fear just described, the prisoners live in a social environment where various punishments are assigned for those who live different lifestyles. The junk food addict may find that junk food is cheaper and more readily available than fresh whole food. He may have eaten nothing but fast food and junk food his whole life, and so when offered a plate of fresh home-cooked traditional food, he might not touch it. (I’ve personally seen this happen.) So if he doesn’t eat junk food, he might not eat at all. The fashion addict is surrounded at almost all times by images of beautiful people, for instance in fashion magazines, advertising, films, pop music, and television. He feels he will be judged by others in accord with how closely he resembles such people. The same mass media also encourages the debt-stricken person to seek out still further lines of credit to maintain his material standard of living. He may also have been duped by a sales pitch deliberately calculated to deceive him about hidden fees and other obligations. A former student of mine who once worked as an insurance salesman disclosed to me that his company’s sales pitches are scripted very carefully, right down to certain specific words and phrases that the salesman must say. Some of those sales phrases require the salesman to lie to the customer, or to divert attention away from ‘the fine print’. In financial matters, almost every social message we see today tells us to intensify one’s lifestyle, rather than change it. Yet this message is contributing to a serious social credit crisis. A recent study found that household debt in Canada averages $100,879, and that the average household debt in Canada is 150% of the average household income.3 The individual trapped in his labyrinth also knows that if he changes his ways, he will probably be socially punished. The junk food addict who suddenly switches to healthy food will be accused of having joined the tree-hugging hippies. Think of Homer Simpson telling his daughter Lisa, “You don’t make friends with salad!” The fashion lover who decides to wear less makeup and more ordinary clothes, and who no longer obsesses about his waistline, will have ‘let himself go’. The yuppie who stops keeping up with the Jones’s will have ‘dropped out’. In these ways the labyrinth is not simply a matter of one person failing to be responsible for his own life. It is also a comprehensive social environment which rewards the choices which create the labyrinth, and which punishes the choices which enable escape from it. That structure of reward and punishment creates fear. And that fear is the second quality which distinguishes the labyrinth of fear from an ordinary case of thwarted self-interest.

  Probably the first description of this situation in philosophical literature is in Book 2 of Plato’s Republic. There he described the “city with a fever”, the “luxurious city” and “the city of pigs” (372d-374a). In this city, increasing demand for luxury goods leads to the depletion of local resources, which in turn leads to warfare with neighboring cities to replenish those resources. As Plato says,

  
    … the land, I suppose, that used to be adequate to feed the population we had then, will cease to be adequate and become too small. Then we’ll have to seize some of our neighbors’ land if we’re to have enough pasture and plough land. And won’t our neighbors want to seize part of ours as well, if they too have surrendered themselves to the endless acquisition of money and have overstepped the limit of their necessities? (Republic 373d)

  

  Presumably, none of the citizens of this city originally wanted war: they originally wanted comfort, wealth, and pleasure. But neither are they willing to reduce their material standard of living once they exceed the bounds set by the physical carrying capacity of their environment. That wealth and pleasure hypnotizes them into being unable to contemplate a change in their lifestyle. This impasse, according to Plato, inevitably produces war. It seems to me that it also traps the citizens of the luxurious city into actually wanting war, the very opposite of what they originally wanted.

  A second example from philosophy appears in Thomas Hobbes’ Leviathan. Hobbes had been translating the work of Thucydides who described the reasons behind the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War. Those reasons had to do with Athens’ growing power and wealth and influence, and Sparta’s fear of what Athens might do with that power. Hobbes was also a serious student of the civil war then breaking out in his own country. (Leviathan was published in the same year that the English Civil War ended: 1651.) In the first stage of Hobbes’ analysis, people find that they are approximately equal to each other in terms of power. While one man might be stronger than another, he could be overcome by a weaker person “either by secret machination, or by confederacy with others, that are in the same danger with himself.” (Leviathan 13.1) But even while people are equally powerful in that way, they might find themselves in a competition for scarce resources. This, in turn, produces never-ending warfare. In Hobbes’ words:

  
    And from this diffidence [distrustfulness] of one another, there is no way for any man to secure himself, so reasonable, as anticipation, that is, by force, or wiles, to master the persons of all men he can, so long, till he see no other power great enough to endanger him. (Leviathan 13.4)

  

  The idea here is that any person or group involved in a competition with another similar person or group may find it in the interest of their security to launch a first strike. But they will also reason that the other person or group has the same interests, and thus the same reason for striking first. This ultimately produces, in Hobbes’ words, “continual fear, and danger of violent death, and the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” (Leviathan 13.9)

  A third philosophical account of the Labyrinth of Fear is in Phenomenology of Spirit, by G.W.F. Hegel, also published during a time of extraordinary political conflict. In this case the conflict was the Battle of Jena, in the year 1806, fought between the armies of Napoleon Bonaparte and Friedrich Wilhelm II. An anecdote about Hegel’s life suggests that the final pages of this text were written while the battle was actually happening just outside his apartment window. One of the cornerstones of the text is a discussion which philosophers today call the Dialectic of the Master and the Slave. It occurs about a hundred pages into the text, following a discussion of Self-Consciousness, by which Hegel apparently means the awareness that an individual self may have of his or her own existence, and also the meaning and significance that may be assigned to that existence. That discussion concludes with the statement, emphasized with italics in the original text, that “self- consciousness achieves its satisfaction only in another self-consciousness.” (Hegel, P of S, § 175) And a few paragraphs later he repeats: “Self-consciousness exists in and for itself when, and by the fact that, it exists for another; that is, it exists only in being acknowledged.” (Ibid, § 178) In other words, a self is able to assign meaning and significance to its own existence only through an acknowledgement from another. We do not really assign that meaning to ourselves; rather: we look for others who will assign it to us. Or, what is perhaps more accurate, we look to others for confirmation of the value we assign to ourselves. I’ll lay aside for now the argument by which he arrived at that conclusion; let it suffice for the moment to say that Hegel regarded it as something like a necessity in the evolution of the world-soul. Next, Hegel finds that when one independent self meets another, it “…must proceed to supersede the other independent being in order thereby to become certain of itself as the essential being.” (Ibid,§ 180) The need to supersede the other arises because the self cannot easily nor automatically get from the other the acknowledgement it craves. And that, in turn, is the case because:

  
    … the other is equally independent and self-contained, and there is nothing in it of which it is not itself the origin. The first does not have the object before it merely as it exists primarily for desire, but as something that has an independent existence of its own, which, therefore, it cannot utilize for its own purposes, if that object does not of its own accord do what the first does to it. (Ibid, § 182)

  

  So here we have two houses, both alike in dignity. Both are self-contained in their own existence (i.e. their own being-in-itself) but seeking an acknowledgement of the meaning and worth of that existence from one another. But neither can ‘use’ the other for that purpose, for neither of them are ‘objects’ passively available for that kind of use. You cannot use another person like a tool in your workshop or a piece of furniture in your house. And yet that is precisely what the Hegelian self-consciousness needs the other to be. This leads us to a kind of impasse: “Each is indeed certain of its own self, but not of the other, and therefore its own self-certainty still has no truth.” (Ibid, § 186). And in that impasse, they enter into a life-and-death struggle to win from each other the acknowledgement of mastery that they seek.

  
    Insofar as it is the action of the other [that the self seeks], each seeks the death of the other… Thus the relation of the two self-conscious individuals is such that they prove themselves and each other through a life-and-death struggle. They must engage in this struggle, for they must raise their certainty of being for themselves to truth, both in the case of the other and in their own case… (Ibid, § 187)

  

  But this struggle is self-refuting, because:

  
    This trial by death, however, does away with the truth which was supposed to issue from it, and so, too, with the certainty of self generally. For just as life is the natural setting of consciousness… so death is the natural negation of consciousness… which thus remains without the required significance of recognition. Death certainly shows that each staked his life and held it of no account, both in himself and in the other; but that is not for those who survived this struggle. (Ibid, § 188)

  

  So, we end up with a situation like that of a plantation owner who, knowing that the slaves might not acknowledge his mastery freely, therefore demands that acknowledgement from them at gunpoint. But by doing so he takes away from them the very freedom without which they cannot give that acknowledgement. He might, instead, acknowledge the freedom and the self-sufficiency of the slaves, so that they in turn can acknowledge his own. But that would mean assigning to the slaves the very freedom and self-sufficiency that he wants for himself. Each party in the Hegelian dialectic ends up in exactly the same spot where each began, but with the additional element of fear. This fear, according to Hegel, awakens the mind of the person in the position of the slave, and assigns to the slave and not the master the exalted status of being-for-himself. (cf Ibid, §196) But this fear also holds both parties in a perpetual stalemate with each other.

  Those three accounts, from Plato and Hobbes and Hegel, help illustrate the fear part of the labyrinth of fear. Another text of Hegel’s gives us a curious parable which, to my mind, helps understand the hypnotic part of the labyrinth. It appears in his Lectures on Aesthetics, and runs as follows:

  
    A boy throws stones into the river, and then stands admiring the circles that trace themselves on the water, as an effect in which he attains the sight of something that is his own doing. This need traverses the most manifold phenomena, up to the mode of self-production in the medium of external things as it is known to us in the work of art… The universal need for expression in art lies, therefore, in man’s rational impulse to exalt the inner and outer world into a spiritual consciousness for himself, as an object in which he recognizes his own self.

    (Hegel, Introductory Lectures on Aesthetics, § 49)

  

  Hegel is speaking of art here, not human relations. But he is speaking of a similar phenomenological insight. Each person wishes to know that his or her existence is meaningful. One way to know that is to observe changes in the world which we have made; it is to do things (like make art) which have an effect on the world. As I see it, the labyrinth of fear combines these two things. We have on one side the impasse in the life of a person who, motivated by fear, pursues his safety in a self-defeating way. On the other side we have the hypnotic quality of the ripples in the water, which is the sight of the product of one’s own labor. This is precisely what we see in City of Pigs, the Hobbesian Trap, and the Dialectic of the Master and Slave. Those situations, troublesome as they are, nonetheless serve as ripples in the water of the world which the stone-thrower can point to as evidence of the significance of his existence. Even as the impasse of such situations involve fear, they show us that we exist, and that our existence has some kind of meaning. Hence why, I think, those who build labyrinths of fear around themselves are often most unwilling to change their circumstances and set themselves free.

  The Labyrinth of Fear is in some ways broadly similar to the other philosophical cases. The people of Plato’s City of Pigs pursue wealth and luxury, but they get war. The people in a Hobbesian ‘state of nature’ pursue security and personal freedom, and they too get war: in fact a war of “every man against every man” in which “nothing can be unjust.” (Leviathan 13.8 and 13.13) The Hegelian consciousness which seeks the “elevation of its existence to truth” instead produces a ‘trial by death’ with another being also seeking the same thing. Similarly, the prisoner’s dilemma describes such a situation, but in more sober and mathematical terms. The prisoners want to be released, but so long as they pursue that interest in a narrowly selfish way, they get longer jail terms instead of shorter ones. Of these four accounts, only two of them explicitly mention fear. But it still seems to me that fear is the primary motivating force at work in all of them. It is arguable that self-interest is the primary force here. But in each of these cases, there is a stage in the game at which negative interests like fear-avoidance become greater than positive interests. To put it in terms of the aforementioned prisoner’s dilemma, some prisoners might choose to always confess, knowing that the accomplice will probably confess too, and thus he consigns himself to jail for three years. But he does this because the fear of getting four years is stronger in him than the will to co-operate and possibly get only two years. A few more examples may serve to help understand this: and here’s one from history.

  
    
      
      
      
        	7.
        	In Iron Age Celtic, Anglo-Saxon, Scandinavian and Germanic society, a victim of certain kinds of crimes could recruit his family to inflict a similar crime upon the offender or his family. This was thought of at the time as fair and just, because it restored the relative position of the two parties. However, in this situation, the original victim would become a new offender, and the original offender would become a new victim. That new victim would therefore recruit his family to inflict a similar harm upon the original victim’s family. The new offender and his family is thus victimized again, and seeks retribution again. The result is an escalating spiral of violence. And if the original offence was murder, the situation becomes a spiral of retributive killing which can continue long after the initial incident is forgotten.
      

    

  

  Historically, this situation was called ‘the blood feud’. Sometimes the payment of a fine (in Irish, an ‘eric’; in Anglo-Saxon, a ‘wergild’) could settle matters. But only one hold-out whose pride got the better of him could start the cycle anew. Fear is involved here: the fear of the power of the offender, the fear of the loss of face that might result from not punishing violence with more violence. A hypnotic effect is also obtained here too, as the vicious circle of the blood feud takes on a life of its own, giving people purpose, even if a murderous one. This example may seem very distant to us, and the ridiculousness of it all may seem plainly obvious. However, contemporary situations with almost exactly the same logic do exist. For example:

  
    
      
      
      
        	8.
        	Someone feels aggrieved by something that another person said or did. He therefore gossips about that person and his actions, in order to convince others that the offender is a bad person. To maximize the effect of this gossip, he includes descriptions of unrelated incidents that occurred in the past, maybe years in the past, but which involve the same person. He may also mix half-truths, exaggerations, and lies into those stories. If others are sympathetic to the original offender, then the victim accuses them of ‘bias’, and demands that his side of the story be heard, in the interest of “fairness” and “hearing both sides”. But he refuses to hear any view but his own, and may even take steps to prevent other views from being heard. He recruits others to gossip maliciously about that person. Sometimes he makes threats against that person, or describes how he might be “not responsible for his actions” if he ever meets that person in a public place. He uses Internet social networks or cell-phone text-messaging to harass and bully that person. He may also speak maliciously about that person’s friends, family, and other associates. Meanwhile, the original offender, upon learning of the gossip which the victim is espousing, commences his own gossip campaign. He uses the same strategies to discredit the other person and to justify his actions.
      

    

  

  The harm caused by malicious gossip is social and psychological, but it follows exactly the same logic as the Iron Age blood-feud. Instead of attacking someone’s body with knives and swords, it attacks a person’s reputation, social connections, and peace of mind, using malicious words and social manipulations. The attacks can cause sleeplessness, nightmares, headaches, uncontrollable shaking of limbs, unstoppable crying, and other symptoms resembling post-traumatic stress. It can worsen existing psychological problems such as anxiety disorders or clinical depression. It can render people unable to function in their jobs, or unable to parent their children. On some occasions, it has been known to drive people to suicide. But at the same time, the instigator of the malicious gossip often finds he cannot easily desist. The gossip campaign gives him purpose. If it is pointed out to him that his gossip is excessive and hurtful, he portrays the harms he causes that person as deserved and fair, because of the original harm caused to him. And if he’s like most people, he won’t want to admit that he is wrong, because that will entail losing face.

  People can also trap themselves by doing things not only in response to what another person does, but also in competition against them, especially when scarce resources are involved. For instance:

  
    
      
      
      
        	9.
        	A landscape experiences a drought, and so a thirsty man goes to a nearby water well to drink. He sees other thirsty people rushing to the well, and he knows that there is not enough water in the well for everyone. So he rushes to the well to be among the first to get water. He takes with him the largest bucket to get as much water for himself as he can before there is none left. But everyone else does the same, causing the well to run dry much sooner, and causing many other needy people to go without.
      

      
        	10.
        	A ship has sunk at sea, and the survivors tread around in search of a handhold in the wreckage. One lifeboat remains. Each survivor knows that it will save his life, and also knows that there is not enough space on the lifeboat for everyone. But each swims toward it anyway, as fast as possible, and each pulls himself on board. Soon the lifeboat has too many people clambering to get on, and it flounders and sinks.
      

    

  

  In those examples, the labyrinth of fear is created through the concerted action of a number of people. They trap themselves because of what they see others doing. A real-world parallel to these cases is the depletion of important and non-renewable energy resources such as petroleum. A report by the United States Army published in early 2010 said that “By 2012, surplus oil production capacity could entirely disappear, and as early as 2015, the shortfall in output could reach nearly 10 million barrels per day.” In words that reminded me of Plato’s parable of the city of pigs, the report also reminded the readers that “the Great Depression [of the 1930s] spawned a number of totalitarian regimes that sought economic prosperity for their nations by ruthless conquest.”4

  Another variation can be created not in the knowledge of what others are doing, but in the absence of that knowledge. We can trap ourselves with the fear of what another person might do. For instance:

  
    
      
      
      
        	11.
        	A professional athlete, wishing to win more often and more gloriously, decides to inject himself with steroids. He also reasons that his competitors will likely have discovered the same drugs. To preserve his advantage he therefore takes more of them, and takes them more often. Perhaps he becomes more successful for a short while. But the end result is the destruction of his health, and the loss of prestige and credibility for his whole sport and virtually all athletes associated with it.
      

    

  

  Like the prisoner’s dilemma, the labyrinth of fear is a situation in which people pursue what they believe is in their interest, but produce a situation that no one wants. You may recognize the logic of Kant’s Categorical Imperative here. Yet unless someone somewhere takes the initiative to step out of the prison, the poisoned situation will affect everyone. The athlete, for instance, knows that by doping he also puts his whole team at risk. In the summer of 2010, for instance, a football player at the University of Waterloo, in Ontario, Canada, tested positive for human growth hormone. The police arrested him for trafficking, and the university suspended the whole team for a season.5 But we can see this version of the labyrinth operating on larger scales, with bigger stakes. Here are two more examples.

  
    
      
      
      
        	12.
        	A businessman wishes to make money. He reasons that if he can sell his products for a lesser price than his competitors, people will choose his products instead of similar ones made by his competitors. Therefore he aims to reduce his production costs as much as possible. He also reasons that his competitors in the market will have the same wish as himself, and a similar plan for fulfilling that wish. He therefore locates his factory in a poor country where industrial safety laws are very lax, and where he will not have to pay the workers more than a few pennies per unit. He authorizes the use of poor quality materials, or even toxic materials, when those materials are cheaper. The end result might be lower prices for consumers, and greater sales and profits for himself. But the result may also include poor quality goods, an exhausted and exploited workforce, and organized campaigns to boycott his products, or even his entire industry, in protest against moral and political injustices that he and his industry perpetuates.
      

    

  

  Many investors and businesspeople believe that ‘business is war’. It’s a war against other entrepreneurs in the market: for one business to succeed, others must fail. It’s also political. Warren Buffet, widely regarded as the world’s most successful investor, told a CNN journalist: “It’s class warfare, my class is winning, but they shouldn’t be.”6 The practical results of this point of view, however, were seen in the sub-prime mortgage crisis of 2008, when the entire world’s economy collapsed. I shall examine that case in closer detail later in this book. For the moment, let us turn to one more example of the labyrinth of fear, where those who cause others to be afraid end up trapped by their own fears:

  
    
      
      
      
        	13.
        	A politician wishes to gain more power in his country. He reasons that if he is able to describe a great threat to the country, and depicts himself as the person best able to protect the country, then the people will vote for him. Yet he also knows that his political competitors also want power, and he reasons that they might hit upon the same strategy. He therefore tries to imagine the most frightening threat possible. He entertains the very worst and darkest of fears. He will name at least one national enemy: the ‘red menace’ of Soviet communism, or the ‘merciless hordes’ of Islamic terrorists, the ‘flood’ of illegal immigrants. He will play up the danger of that enemy. The Soviets have sleeper cells in our communities, the foreigners are draining our welfare state, and the Muslims are building a nuclear bomb. These claims might not be true, but he can successfully gain and hold political power by convincing others to believe them. But he also ends up ruling over a population of fearful and paranoid people. He will have to maintain an extensive security surveil-lance network, and to ensure that network functions properly he may have to suspend some of his people’s civil liberties. He may also find himself in a war with his enemy which, because the war justifies his rule, he cannot allow to end, and therefore will never win. But the war will certainly kill thousands or even millions of people, and destroy infrastructures and ecologies on a large scale. Finally, some of his people will eventually grow tired of living in fear. They will organize protests against him, and rally support for his political opponents.
      

    

  

  Robert Grenier, retired former director of the CIA’s counter-terrorism center, was told by a mentor of his to “always remember that fear drives the system.” The fear he referred to is the fear of being blamed if something bad happens. As Grenier himself told a journalist:

  
    In the world of national security, it means that if threats are not foreseen, if dots are not connected, if warnings are not issued and, God forbid, something bad happens, there will be hell to pay. And while the costs of a false warning will be negligible, a failure to warn could be catastrophic. Given this reality, it is no wonder that government bureaucracies behave as they do. I cannot recount the number of times when I have been forced to share information on a potential threat which I knew – knew as well as mortal man can know anything in this vale of tears – to be invalid.”7

  

  Yet the exercise of power via fear traps tightest not the person who is afraid, but the one who teaches the fear. Malidoma Somé, an Aboriginal Elder and writer from Burkina Faso, observed this effect on the people who were attempting to Westernize and Christianize his country.

  
    When power comes out of its hiddenness, it shrinks the person who brought it into the open and turns that person into a servant. The only way that overt power can remain visible is by being fed, and he who knows how to make power visible ends up trapped into keeping that power visible… Whoever creates that kind of visible power must then stay in the service to that which he creates. To display power is to become servile to it in a way that is extremely disempowering. This is because the service is fuelled by the terror of losing the fantasy of having power.8

  

  If I understand the elder correctly, I think he is saying that a person or group that exercises power over another, especially oppressive or coercive power, soon finds that he must continue to exercise power. The exercise of power mesmerizes him. At the same time he comes to fear the loss of power. (By the way, a similar observation was made by Chancellor Palpatine in the film Star Wars III.) That fear compels him (or them) to continue exerting power. Even if this exercise of power transforms the wielder into a tyrant, he simply cannot stop. His fear of losing power will compel him to continue behaving in a tyrannical way. You can see this happening on small scales, such as in arguments on Internet-based discussion forums, where belligerent speakers defend untenable positions in order to avoid losing influence or attention. You also find it on large scales, such as in the actions of a military force occupying a foreign country, which refuses to loosen their grip on things even as it becomes too costly to keep it. Think of former American president George W. Bush refusing to ‘cut and run’ from Iraq, even while it was becoming increasingly obvious that his army could not stop the insurgency.

  When the labyrinth of fear emerges from choices made in response to or anticipation of other people’s choices, as it did in the last several examples, then it also tends to be characterized by a deadlock of initiative. Everyone knows that something is wrong and everyone knows that something must be done. But everyone is waiting for someone else to make the first move. The hypnotic quality of the situation keeps everyone holding on, unwilling to let go. And since everyone is waiting for someone else to take the initiative, the result is that no one takes the initiative. Thus the athlete reasons that if he stops doping, he might lose the race. The promise of sporting victory hypnotizes him, and the fear of defeat drives him. The business investor reasons that if he stops using cheap labor and cheap materials, other businessmen will take over his share of the market, and he might be forced out of the market. The promise of wealth hypnotizes him, and the fear of poverty drives him. The politician reasons that if he downplays the fear, another politician will accuse him of “weakness”, of not being a patriot, or even of being sympathetic to the enemy, and he might lose the election. If a terrorist attack actually did happen, he will be accused of complacence, and unreadiness. The promise of power hypnotizes him, and the fear of powerlessness drives him. And so each of them trap themselves, and remain trapped.

  But life does not have to be that way. There is nothing natural, inevitable, or necessary about the labyrinth of fear. We can liberate ourselves. There are better ways to live. Someone has to take the initiative to love and trust her fellow living creature, and set us all free.

  Who will it be? Who will it be?

  The Circle of Meaning

  I feel I need to apologize for beginning this thought-opera on such a dissonant chord. But I think it important to understand our problems clearly and properly. Such clarifications contribute to our wisdom, and also make our problems easier to solve.

  Yet this book is not just about social and moral problems. It is about people and relationships. It is about what our lives might look like if we were not so profoundly governed by fear. As we have seen, fear tends to emerge from disordered and dysfunctional relationships. For one of the deepest and most debilitating fears we endure is the fear of other people. We fear what they might do or say, how they may act, whether they will judge you, harm you, steal from you, interfere with your life, perhaps kill you, or simply ignore you. The liberation from fear requires a better understanding of our relationships, and a rectifying and a healing of our relationships. In that sense, this book offers not one way, but twenty-two ways, to escape the labyrinth.

  I also think that liberation from fear requires a sense of the sacred. For just as our fears emerge from our relationships, so does the sacred. Obviously the idea of the sacred is very complicated. But we may generalize very broadly and say that the sacred is something claimed to have a special place in our thoughts, feelings, and practices. This may be helpful: but describing that place can be very difficult to do. Often, therefore, people resort to the language of mystery. They say things like, “The sacred is an experience, and impossible to put into words.” Or, “You have to make a leap of faith,” or “Happy is he who has not seen and yet believes.” But I’ve never been very satisfied with settlements like that. They seem to divert attention away from the question, instead of toward a solution. They cause the process of inquiry to stop just at the point where the process gets interesting.

  When we think of the words ‘the sacred’, we do not normally think of relationships. We mostly think of ‘things’ We look to sacred places, like the mountain of Croagh Patrick, in Ireland; sacred buildings, like Khajuraho Temple, in India; sacred music, such as Gregorio Allegri’s Miserere, and sacred texts, like the Tao Te Ching. Sometimes we speak of sacred people, like priests, prophets, saints, shaman, seers. Or we might say someone is an elder, or that he is somehow ‘very spiritual’. Sometimes we treat non-religious things in a sacred way, such as a national flag, or the trophy cup of a professional sports league. But as I hope this book will show, these things are sacred not simply because of what they are. They are sacred because of the relations between people which involve them. The sacred, I shall say, is that which acts as your partner in the search for the highest and deepest things: the real, the true, the good, and the beautiful. The name I’d like to give to the kind of relationship that gives us a chance to find such things is a circle of meaning.

  Many spiritual and philosophical traditions already put human relationships, and the values needed to sustain them, at the center of attention. In a text called The Doctrine of the Mean, one of the most important texts of Confucianism, we find a discussion of “The Five Relations”. Part of this discussion reads as follows:

  
    There are five universal ways [in human relations], and the way by which they are practiced is three. The five are those governing the relationship between ruler and minister, between father and son, between husband and wife, between elder and younger brothers, and those in the intercourse between friends. These five are universal paths in the world. Wisdom, humanity, and courage, these three are the universal virtues. The way by which they are practiced is one.9

  

  The general idea is that all human relationships are variations or elaborations of this basic five. Thus in Confucian society, no one needs to think of anyone else as a stranger or an enemy. Everyone can find one of these five ways of relating to whoever they meet. It might be a familial relationship, as in the case of parents and children. It might be a relation of social function, of which the relation of ‘ruler and minister’ is the model. Modern examples might include the relation of landlord and tenant, or manager and employee. It might be a relationship of an older to a younger person, or of friends (or potential friends). This idea became immeasurably influential on Chinese society. The virtues of wisdom, humanity, and courage are noted here not because of their own merits, but because of the way they support the five relations.

  In The Book of Mencius, another significant Confucian text, the values that maintain the five relations are specified more particularly for each, and with a final unifying addendum:

  
    … between father and son, there should be affection; between ruler and minister, there should be righteousness; between husband and wife, there should be attention to their separate functions; between old and young, there should be a proper order; and between friends, there should be faithfulness. Emperor Yao said, “Encourage them, help them, aid them, so they discover for themselves [their moral nature], and in addition, stimulate them and confer kindness upon them..”10

  

  The idea of sacred relationships also appears in the writings of other spiritual traditions. Jesus Christ taught his followers: “Where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them.” (Matthew 18:20) Similarly, attributing a moral as well as sacred dimension to our relations, he said: “Whatsoever you do to the least of my people, you do to me.” (Matthew 25:40) Consider also this passage from a Hindu scripture called the Taittiriya Upanishad:

  
    One should not be negligent of duties to the gods and to the fathers.

    Be one to whom a mother is as a god.

    Be one to whom a father is as a god.

    Be one to whom a teacher is as a god.

    Be one to whom a guest is as a god.11

  

  In Hinduism, all living things share in the presence of the Atman, the ‘Self’ that is the immanent and universal presence of God. Thus when you meet another person, you are also meeting the presence of God, dwelling in that person. Treating that person with the same respect that you would treat a god creates a circle of meaning between everyone involved.

  Many spiritual people today believe that the most important knowledge in life comes from within oneself. “Follow your heart” is the mantra of our time. And some of the world’s best known religious heroes achieved their spiritual victories by their own effort. Siddhartha Gautama achieved his Buddha-hood alone, beneath a tree, in a deep forest, far from others. Jesus defeated the devil in the desert, with help from no one else; he also took upon himself the despair of the world while alone in the garden of Gethsemane. The founder of Bahá’í, a mystic who took the name of Bahá’u’lláh, withdrew from his family and community to live as a hermit in the mountains of Kurdistan, in northern Iraq, for two years. I am well aware of the power and the peace that can be discovered in solitude. Yet one quickly finds that these great ‘solitary’ religious heroes did not, in fact, find their visions or win their victories entirely on their own. In every case, they had teachers. Even the Buddha, himself a champion of individualism, had several teachers, such as Alara Kalama, and Udaka Ramaputta. Jesus also had various teachers, although to find them, one must look to the apocryphal writings, as the official gospels omit large parts of his early life. For some religious visionaries, a supernatural being takes on the role of teacher, as in the case of the angel who dictated to the prophet Mohammed the text of the Koran. Others rejected what they learned, and developed their own system of thought and practice. But even so, their ‘new’ system developed as a reply to, an alternative to, or even in competition with whatever system they rejected. The Buddhist doctrine of dukkha (emptiness), for instance, is an inversion of the Vedic concept of atman (world-soul, higher self), which he learned from his Vedic Hindu teachers. Moreover, after their time as students, they gathered followers and disciples, became teachers, and shared their ideas in various ways. In every account of the life of a person who discovered or professed some important spiritual idea, the story always includes the human relationship between a teacher and a student.

  Nor need we be limited to religious accounts. We’ve already seen a philosophical account in the first premise of Hegel’s Dialectic: “self- consciousness achieves its satisfaction only in another self-consciousness.” We find affirmations of the importance of human relations just about everywhere. In the warrior culture of Iron Age Europe, friendship ranks among the very highest of values. A strophe of the Havamal, for instance, affirms the value and importance of human companionship.

  
    Young and alone on a long road,

    Once I lost my way

    Rich I felt when I found another;

    Man rejoices in man.12

  

  And here it is again, in the Islamic poetry of Omar Khayyám:

  
    Here with a loaf of bread beneath the bough,

    A flask of wine, a book of verse – and Thou

    Beside me singing in the wilderness –

    And Wilderness is Paradise enow.13

  

  Finally, many miles and many years away in Ireland, The Poet wrote these wonderful lines about how friendship endures the transfigurations of time:

  
    … think about old friends the most:

    Time’s bitter flood will rise,

    Your beauty perish and be lost

    For all eyes but these eyes.

  

  These simple lines, to my mind, express a primary proposition about human life: we find our greatest fulfillment in the company of other people.

  We can also find support for this idea in the sciences. In 1992, the Italian neurologist Giuseppe di Pellegrino was examining the MRI scans of a monkey while it was eating some nuts. He found that that the exact same neurons in the monkey’s brain became active when the monkey was not eating but was merely observing one of the researchers eating.14 Other scientists, following up on this discovery, are finding that empathy, the ability to identify with the situation of another being, is part of the very neural structure of the brain. As noted by scientists Stephanie Preston and Frans de Waal, the evidence so far suggests that “perception and action share a common code of representation in the brain.”15 This is now referred to as the “perception-action hypothesis” of brain physiology.

  
    We hypothesize that empathic understanding comes when the subject’s own representation of the emotion or situation is directly activated by perception of the object’s. The representations activated in the subject in turn activate physiological and behavioral responses that are processed to the response phase unless inhibited. (Preston & de Waall, Ibid)

  

  To put it in more ordinary terms: our brains are naturally structured for sociability and for empathy. We are ‘hard wired’ for relations with others. Thus, I think there is an important truth in the claim that human happiness dwells primarily in human company. There may be various pleasures and satisfactions that emerge from solitude and even from loneliness. Yet it is the touch, the gaze, the kind word, and the companionship of good people which produces the most valuable sense of fulfillment we can know.

  A Study of the Sacred

  Many writers who discuss social, moral, and spiritual problems, including the same ones I will be discussing in this book, use a theoretical or abstract approach. They proclaim certain values, analyze them in their unsullied theoretical purity, and then apply them to practical situations. Although we can learn much this way, I think this might be the wrong way to go about it. For our purpose is not just to analyze concepts and interpret events. Nor is it just to grasp the essence of things. It is also to reduce suffering and to edify human life. For a conversation about social and moral problems is not just about values. It is also about peace, war, adventure, death, tragedy, comedy, history, love, sex, growing up, growing old, happiness, suffering, thinking, working, dreaming, politics, imagination, mystery, psychology, music, art, poetry, health, time, reality, truth, magic, and life. There is simply no such thing as a moral or ethical value that dwells apart from somebody’s way of being in the world. Therefore, instead of examining values and then applying them to our relations, I’d like to turn the thing around, examine our relations first, and then see what values emerge from them.

  In the coming pages, I’ll study twenty-two special relationships. Each of them is a way to escape the labyrinth of fear and create a circle of meaning. Some are distinctly personal, such as between couples, friends, and families. Some are more public, such as the relationship between a performer and the audience. Some are animist in nature: they concern relations with our environments. And some are existential, as they concern the larger immensities in which we live and die. The relations I’ve chosen to discuss here are obviously not the only possible ones which could fit this criteria. I’ll have much to say about some, and only a little to say about others, but I don’t wish to imply that some are more important than others. I present them not only for contemplative purposes. I also hope that readers of this book will experiment with them, in search of ways to make their sacredness more visible in their lives. Some chapters, therefore, include a few activities for you to try. I encourage you to treat your relationships as circles of meaning, and then see what happens, and talk about what you see. If we can craft our relationships like works of art, no less beautifully than the way we build temples and sing songs, then perhaps we can build worthwhile lives for ourselves and for each other, for the whole world, and for future generations.

  Around three years ago, when I started conceiving the sacred as a mode of relationships, I suddenly found my research material all around me, everywhere I looked. I still did a lot of my research in libraries, like philosophers usually do, but I also found that I could treat almost anything as a philosophical text: recipe books, for instance, or magazines about wooden boat construction. Any text in which you can find a basic proposition, and an argument to support that proposition, is a philosophical text. Some such texts are better than others, of course, but that is not a denial of the basic point that philosophy happens everywhere. Moreover, since I was exploring the extent to which our spiritual ideas emerge from relationships, I also saw my friends and other people already around me as philosophical resources. I asked various people which of their relations were most important to them. I compared the lists until I settled upon the relations that seemed the most frequently mentioned. Then I sought out people I knew who were intensely involved in those relations. I spoke to chefs, gardeners, musicians, academics and scholars, policemen, vendors at my local farmer’s market, school teachers, artists, hunters, medical doctors and nurses, First Nations Elders, a blacksmith, a luthier, a mechanical engineer, a timber-frame house builder, a dog trainer, and many other kinds of people besides. I spoke to them in their homes and workplaces, in public streets and in bars and restaurants, at festivals, at weddings and funerals, at concerts, and any place where I happened to meet them. I did some of this work while touring to promote one of my previous books, and so I was able to speak to people in six Canadian provinces and five European countries.

  Sometimes I would examine a person in a Socratic way: asking questions designed to ascertain what someone actually believes, and also to ascertain whether there are any logical contradictions in what he believes. But most of the time, I found it better to resist the urge to play Socrates, and simply listen respectfully to what the person had to say, and then to thank them for teaching me. Socrates, although I do not doubt that he was a philosopher, often questioned people as if he assumed there was always a fault in other people’s reasoning, and his job was to find it. For my own Socratic search, I thought it better to assume that people’s beliefs are generally rational and sound, unless there were outstanding reasons to assume otherwise. To each person I spoke with I usually started with the same four questions. Why do you do what you do? What is the most significant relationship involved in doing what you do? What values, if any, are needed in order to be good at what you do? I also asked the person to tell me an interesting story about his or her work. Sometimes I also asked a few follow-up questions. But for the most part, these four questions were enough to draw out the most interesting philosophical material.

  Although I gathered many curious anecdotes and proverbs this way, I wasn’t just collecting random folklore. I was also pursuing a twofold thesis. In the first fold, I explore the idea that of all things in this world which we consider sacred, that is, of all the things which can act as your partner in the search for the highest and deepest things, other people are most important. The second fold of my thesis is more like a method. It seems to me that the best way to escape from the labyrinth of fear is to describe what human relationships can be like when not governed by fear.

  I explore this twofold thesis in a rather anecdotal way. I offer stories, propositions, possibilities, and accounts of conversations with people, rather than systematic arguments and conclusions. I present each chapter almost as a stand-alone discussion: you could even read them out of order. I present some evidence which I think supports the twofold thesis, but I leave it to you to decide how strong that support really is. Nor does this book offer any definitive or final solutions to the problem posed in the discussion of the labyrinth of fear. I do, however, try to offer ways to discover solutions. My hope is that if we create better relations with each other, and learn better ways of communicating, then we might be able to avoid imprisoning ourselves in labyrinths of fear. And we may also accomplish the more life-affirming goals which the architects of the fear-labyrinths pursued in misguided ways. An eclectic account of things, like the one I am about to lay before you, might be the best way to explore these possibilities. One can see the shape and size of a cloud from a distance, but never measure it up close with a ruler. One can see the position of a shoreline from atop a cliff that overlooks the sea. But the precise edge of the sea itself, changing in each moment with rolling waves and moving tides, cannot be marked with a solid line. In a similar way, the general shapes of our relationships are easier to measure than their fine details. Thus an anecdotal approach might be curiously more appropriate than a purely analytic approach.

  Yet I do introduce a few philosophical principles in this book. As you might expect, some of them are moral values, such as courage, honour, generosity, openness, trust, respect, and love. But I also discovered that these moral values are islands that emerge from the deeper waters of metaphysics and epistemology. Here is a list of the most important ideas I discovered in those waters.

  
    	Misercorpism (first introduced in chapter 1): a special variation of the labyrinth of fear.

    	Perceptual Intelligence (ch. 2): a means of relating to one’s environment, using the intelligence of the physical senses.

    	The good and worthwhile life (ch. 4): the ‘end’ or the ‘aim’ of ethics, recalling Aristotle’s concept of eudaimonia, which means ‘happiness’, ‘flourishing’, or ‘blessedness’.

    	Tradition; Blood and History (ch. 5): referring to how ideas and values are transmitted from one person or generation to the next.

    	Ritual, custom, and drama (ch. 6): referring to the ways we put moral principles into action.

    	Symbiotic Identity (ch. 7): a way of understanding how one’s identity grows together with other people’s identities.

    	Dwelling (ch. 10): another way of understanding one’s relationship to an environment.

    	Excellence (ch. 11): the quality of things which makes them appear ‘just right’.

    	Alternatives to war (ch. 13): the search for ways of relating to each other which, by their nature, exclude violence and killing.

    	Magic and Wonder (ch. 15): referring to the way we relate to that which is mysterious or hidden.

    	Reason (ch. 17): a method of empowerment and enlightenment.

    	The Immensity (various places), a word which indicates the presence of the highest and deepest things.

  

  Some of these ideas may seem very complex, and at first glance their place in our relationships may not be obvious. But don’t worry: they are only names for ideas, experiences, and realities that just about anyone can grasp. In the pages that follow, I hope to show how they help dispel fear, and how they both emerge from, and help create, the experience of the sacred in our lives.

  I have called this kind of work ‘a study of the sacred’. To some readers the word ‘sacred’ may suggest a kind of untouchability, as if sacred things must be approached like fragile archaeological relics. But I have in mind nothing of the sort. Many sacred places, for example, are used for more than just religious rituals. They are also used as music and theatre venues, courts of justice, sports fields, and sometimes as specialized markets. As an example of a multi-purpose sacred place, consider the Hill of Tara, in Ireland. The site is the original location of Ireland’s ancient high kings, and also a burial ground for many of those kings, including Lóegaire, the last pagan king of Ireland. Tara is also the place where St. Patrick lit his Samhain fire to announce the arrival of Christianity. Today the hill is used for ceremonial purposes by Catholics and by modern Druids: two very different religious traditions. Tara is also a traditional site for political demonstrations. Before the Easter Rising in 1916, people held huge public rallies there to call for Ireland’s independence from Britain. More recently, it has been used by environmental campaigners opposed to a nearby motorway development. It is also sometimes used as a sports field by local teenagers. In the same way, our relationships are often involved in many kinds of purposes, and sometimes conflicting purposes. They might be connected to our highest values and aspirations, or our most everyday and down-to-earth activities.

  Moreover, although this is a study of the sacred, I know that religion can trap people in labyrinths of fear too. Religion can impose fear on non-practitioners with convert-or-starve ‘charity’ programs, or with outright warfare. It can impose fear on its own members, using witch-hunts and the threat of excommunication. And a devout practitioner can impose fear on himself: he might fear being tortured in the afterlife as a punishment for his sins. He might live a rigorously puritanical life in order to quell that fear, even if the religion he professes doesn’t require it. And like other labyrinths of fear, religion can hypnotize the prisoner into thinking himself still free. A sacred relationship might not be just a mode of association: it may also be a mode of conflict. A famous temple could be the site of a long tradition of violence, for instance when two or more groups argue over who has the right to enter, or what kind of ritual can be performed there. The Dome of the Rock, in Jerusalem, is an example of such a long contested place, and I’m sure the reader already understands why. Similarly, a sacred relationship between people may also include a tradition of conflict, alongside a tradition of co-operation. People might argue and fight over who can be involved, what aims or goals should be pursued, whether outside parties should have a stake in what happens, whether anyone should be in charge, or what the whole point of the relationship really is. The circle of meaning is just as subject to breakdown and failure as any other kind of relationship. Yet the language of the sacred may still be the best way to understand our problems, and heal our broken relations. When we treat the materials, the settings, the activities, and especially the people of our relationships as sources of revelation about the highest and deepest things in life, then we give to ourselves a real chance to escape the labyrinth and live genuinely worthwhile lives.
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  Body and Mind

  When speaking of sacred relations with others, including the most intimate others, we might first speak of the relations within ourselves. (The fashionable wisdom of our time demands that all discussion of the sacred begin with the self.) The most obvious and visible of these are the relations of the body. In every experience of my life, whether in the interior realm of my heart and mind, or the external world that I perceive with the senses, I am also experiencing my body. I feel heat and coldness in contrast with the temperature of my own flesh. I feel texture in contrast with the friction of my own skin. I see light and color through the lenses of my eyes. I hear music through the instrument of my eardrum, as well as in the harmonic resonance of some of my bones. It is with the body that we move and speak and act. It is with the body that we see and touch other people and the world. It is with the body that we experience all our feelings and emotions. It is with the body, and mainly through the voice, the eye, the face, and the hand, that we reveal to other people the contents of our hearts and minds. It is with the body that I know myself to be an individual, different than others, possessing my own identity. For my body is particularly my own, unlike any other body. It has its own unique shape, appearance, and its own DNA code. And I have exclusive possession of it: only I inhabit my body, no one else, and I inhabit only this body, not any other. And finally, it is the body that is mortal and which some day comes to death.

  Yet in looking at the relations of the body, problems quickly appear. For the body is the site of so many conflicts among differing religious and cultural traditions. Consider as an example the different ways that religious traditions treat hair. Some require practitioners to keep it cut short. Others want some or all of it covered by scarves and cloths. Some groups require their practitioners to shave it completely off. Other groups encourage their members to grow it long, and might recommend distinct ways of braiding it, such as dreadlocks. Some traditions require men to grow beards. Finally, in countries where a form of fundamentalism is part of the political climate, people can be ostracized, taunted in public, arrested by the authorities, or even physically assaulted by vigilantes, because of the way they show (or do not show) their hair.

  Some of these issues might be treated as differences of culture about which it isn’t necessary to get too excited. But superficial differences sometimes point to more serious theological commitments, which in turn become sources of conflict. I’m almost sorry to begin the body of this book on such an unpleasant note. But it seems important to me to get certain problematic assumptions out of the way. Just as one cannot plant a garden until first one has cleared the weeds, so one must first identify and discard faulty thinking in order to enjoy good thinking.

  Made in the Image of God

  Many religious and philosophical traditions treat the spirit and the body as two separate and distinct things. The spirit is a kind of ‘ghost in the machine’, immaterial and incorporeal; it belongs to a realm of pure thought and feeling. It also survives death, to reincarnate again on earth, or to move on to an otherworldly realm. This idea can inspire glorious works of art, and admirable acts of service and self-sacrifice. But it also entails a denial of the spiritual significance of the body. It appears most prominently in Christian Scripture, for instance Paul’s letter to the Romans:

  
    My inner being delights in the law of God. But I see a different law at work in my body – a law that fights against the law which my mind approves of. It makes me a prisoner to the law of sin which is at work in my body. What an unhappy man I am! Who will rescue me from this body that is taking me to death?

    (Romans 7:22-24)

  

  Christian physical disciplines are some of the most well-known results of this attitude. Flagellation, fasting, celibacy, corporeal punishment, and even requirements for colorless or constrictive clothing, are products of the idea that the body must be disciplined or punished for the sake of the mind and the soul.

  Permit me to identify this idea with the name of misercorpism. Let this word designate any doctrine, practice, idea or teaching which disparages the body, or which privileges the mind or the spirit or the soul over the body, to whatever extent.

  But the Abrahamic tradition also holds that a human being is made in the image of God (Genesis 1:26) and that the human body is the temple of God (1st Corinthians 6:19). This idea can sanctify a body, and make it holy. In the early Italian Renaissance, this idea seems to have been expressed in sculptures and paintings of nudes. Historian Kenneth Clark described a painting that the council of Florence commissioned Michelangelo to create. It depicted a group of Florentine soldiers taken by surprise while bathing (for which reason the council rejected it). But a preparatory sketch still exists, and Clark says that sketch “was the first authoritative statement that the human body – that body which, in Gothic times, had been the subject of shame and concealment… could be made the means of expressing noble sentiments, life-giving energy and God-like perfection”.16 Michelangelo’s sculptures, such as his famous David, also suggest the idea that the body is the instrument for expressing spiritual forces. The contemporary Wiccan practice of worshipping ‘skyclad’ (that is, naked) is perhaps intended to convey a similar idea about the dignity and divinity of the human body.

  Yet the principle of ‘made in the image of God’ exists in Christian thought in an unresolved tension with other, more disparaging ideas about the body. Consider the passage from Genesis that is often read out at funerals: “For thou art dust and unto dust thou shall return.” (Genesis 3:19) When the prophet Abraham addressed himself to God, he also identified himself with dust and ashes (cf Genesis 18:27). Paul’s aforementioned complaint about the different law at work in his body is only one example from the New Testament. There are others, such as Paul’s claim that precisely because the body is the temple of God, it therefore does not belong to you. “Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, which you have from God? You are not your own. You were bought with a price: therefore glorify God in your body, and your spirit, which are God’s.” (1st Corinthians 6:19-20). He similarly tells the people of Galatia that if they indulge in various bodily pleasures, such as eating, drinking, and sex, then they will be denied access to the Kingdom of Heaven (Galatians 5:19-21). To Paul, this principle generates a duty to control physical desires, and particularly to abstain from extramarital sex. Christianity seems to have inherited the Stoic idea that only the mind, not the body, is made in God’s image. This idea can also be found in the work of Boethius, Cicero, and Marcus Aurelius, no less than in Early Fathers of the Church. Saint Augustine, for instance, claimed that resurrected saints have no need to eat! (cf City of God, Book 13, Ch 22, pp 18-19). Even Michelangelo’s magnificent nude sculptures, glorifying the beauty of healthy and strong human beings, still privilege the mind and spirit over the body. An unfinished sculpture of his, called The Prisoner (even though there are no chains nor shackles), resembles a man struggling to free himself from the stone in which he is still half-encased. Clark says this work expresses “Michelangelo’s deepest preoccupation: the struggle of the soul to free itself from matter.”17
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