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#16 - Life


David's Desk is my opportunity to share thoughts and tools for the spiritual journey. These letters are my personal insights and opinions and do not necessarily reflect the sentiments or thoughts of any other person in Lorian or of Lorian as a whole. If you wish to share this letter with others, please feel free to do so; however the material is ©2008 by David Spangler. If you no longer wish to receive these letters please let us know at info@Lorian.org. Previous issues of "David's Desk" are posted on www.lorian.org. 

When I was five or six years old, my parents and I went to see a movie that included a Walt Disney cartoon.  In this animated short feature, the furniture and other objects were all alive and talked to the characters.  I remember sitting in the dark watching this, thinking, "Someone's made a movie about my world."  Not that in the world I experienced sofas and chairs got up and sang and danced as they did in the Disney cartoon (which, I must admit, would have been pretty cool) or carried on extended conversations with me, but they definitely had a presence, a sentient energy of which I was aware.  And interaction between me and that sentiency was possible.

     The idea that everything is alive has been part of the shamanic world view for millennia, and in more recent history can be found in some religious mystical traditions as well.  The pervasiveness of life is something individuals in all cultures and times have experienced.  Even in popular language and culture, we invest our things with personalities and talk about them as if they were alive.  Modern science and psychology would say this is merely anthropomorphic projection on our part, but older wisdoms would see this differently.  And now there are branches of complexity theory and the science of nonequilibrium thermodynamics that are broadening our definition of what is life beyond the boundaries of biology and organic chemistry.

     My intent in this letter, though, is not to discuss theory but phenomenology.  I want to share what I experience that leads me to see everything as alive.

     As shamanic ideas have become more present in our culture, particularly among those who explore and practice alternative and nature-oriented spiritualities, and we have become more holistically and ecologically minded, the phrase "Everything is alive" is bandied about more commonly.  But what exactly does it mean?  What is this life that everything shares?  A mystic might say that it's God's Life or "Universal Life," but just what does that mean when applied to metal and plastic or to the upholstery of my favorite sofa?  No one, I think, would claim it's the same as the life that animates you and me, the birds outside my window, or the trees in which they are nesting.

     Yet all my life I have experienced everything around me as alive.  Or put another way, life to me is not just a biological or organic phenomenon. It is an energy manifestation that is organized and self-sustaining, an eddy or vortex within a larger flow of universal energy.  What does this mean?

     To explore this question, I'd like to share with you how I experience the presence of life within an inanimate object, something normally considered unliving.  For this purpose I choose a sofa in my living room. As much as I am able to translate a supersensible or subtle experience into words, I shall describe this process phenomenologically, much as a naturalist might describe his experience of a new species of animal or plant.

     What does it mean to say, this sofa is alive because the entire universe is alive?  Why and how is a piece of furniture alive to me?  Wht does this mean?  What are the implications of such life?

     The first thing I see when I look at my sofa is what anyone would see:  its surface appearance.  It's a tad over seven feet in length, just perfect for lying down on to watch television (assuming I get to it before one of my kids does!).  It's made of wood and cloth and a thick padding, with equally thick, soft cushions. It's red in color with alternating strips of gold and green against a background pattern of leaves and vines.  It's lovely to look at and very comfortable.  And at this level of perception, it's very ordinary and not at all "living" in any normal sense of that word.

     If I shift my awareness to a deeper level, the sofa becomes something more.  At the simplest level "inward," I am aware of an energy field surrounding it.  All things are surrounded by this aura of energy.  This field is "sticky" and can accumulate other forms of energy, such as those generated by our thoughts and emotions but also by our spiritual attunements.  For example, if I'm content and peaceful when I sit or lie upon the sofa, the vibration of that peace can enter this energy field and stick there; likewise, if I'm agitated and upset, those emotional energies can be caught.  It's as if there's a layer of psychic Velcro around the sofa that catches and holds energetic "lint" from the mental, emotional, and spiritual activity in the environment.

      If certain of these psychic energies are repeated over and over, they can become deeply impressed upon the energy field of the sofa, going more deeply into its energetic substance than just this surface "Velcro" layer I'm describing.  But otherwise, this energy "lint" is lightly held and can easily be removed through some practice of energy hygiene or cleansing.  Just doing one's housework with love and in a cheerful manner-especially with the vibration of music-while visualizing clean, clear, vital energy sweeping through the room and the furniture can usually wipe such stuff away.

     Feeling this energy can give a psychic or energetic impression of life, but it's really the life energy of others "recorded" on the subtle substance of the sofa. At this simple level, the sofa is energetically active, as most things are, but this is not the same as being alive. To discover how the sofa itself is alive, I must go deeper.

     As I shift my awareness to do this, it's possible I may "overshoot" the mark and find myself slipping into a mystical state in which I become aware of a Presence and Life that is not just within the sofa but within all things.  This is the primal Life from which all creation is emerging, what I think of as the level of the Sacred.  This Life is a universal condition.  It's the Life we all share, the Life of the Cosmos, the Life of the One, however we may understand that.

     At this level, the sofa is most definitely alive, but it's no longer a sofa.  It's part of a universal oneness flowing through all things, underlying the manifestation of all things.  I might as well say the Cosmos is alive and leave it at that.

     In astronomy, there's a concept called the habitable zone which is the distance from a star at which a planet could have conditions favorable to the existence and evolution of life such as we know it.  How large this zone is and where it is found in a solar system depends on the nature and characteristics of that system's star.  (Astronomers sometimes call this the "Goldilocks Zone" because it's neither too hot nor too cold but "just right.")

     In a similar way, when I look for the life within the sofa, if I don't look far enough, I remain at the level of surface appearance or at the level of its aura with its accumulation of energy.  If I look too far or go too deep, I enter a realm of Life that is vast, cosmic, and all-pervading, the Life of the One.

     So what I seek is the "Goldilocks Zone of Life," and I find it in the way in which the universal flow of life becomes organized around specific "attractors" to form patterns, systems, and vortices of energy that are persistent and self-sustaining to some degree.  To me, these are all incarnational systems.  They don't just accumulate energy or substance; they organize it in some persistent manner; they are autopoietic or self-producing.  They possess some level of coherency and integration.  In my terminology, they possess identity and they also have a boundary of some nature that separates them from the rest of the energy flowing around them.

     Imagine a river.  As it flows, a branch lies across the river bank and into the water, and there it dips into the river, it impedes or restrains that flow to some degree.  The water becomes turbulent in the area around the branch; an eddy may form.  This eddy is a shape, a presence that persists even though water flows through it as long as the branch is there forming a boundary to catch that flow.

     In a way, life is like that eddy, a complex organization of flowing energy in and around a boundary condition that defines its particularity and enables a system of organization to develop and persist.
     
     So as I examine my sofa with a deeper perception, I come to an energy phenomenon that is not a universal presence or force and not just an accumulation of characteristics and energies from outside itself but that has its own particular unique, internally coherent and integrated organization.  This is where I experience the sofa as something living, not in a biological way but in an energetic way.

     What is this life like as I perceive it?

     To use the metaphor of the river again, the branch that created the eddy of energetic organization and life in this instance is the human intent and imagination that created the sofa.  In the first instance, it's the idea of "sofa" itself which has a long lineage back to the original idea of a couch or bed; that's at the stem of this branch.  But the specific twigs and leaves of the branch that are hanging into the flow of universal substance and creating the boundary that forms the eddy are the specific idea and design for this particular kind of sofa. 

     This creative intent forms the "attractor" around which energy begins to organize and pattern itself.  It is the initial identity that combines with a boundary to form the incarnation of this sofa.  This incarnation is not entirely the work of the designer who initially fashioned the sofa.  He or she created the physical pattern-what the sofa looks like and what it's designed to do-but this is the branch dangling into the flow of the river which creates the boundaries around which the energy organization forms.  The "eddy" or energy pattern itself that forms from this "branch" is different.  The two are related but they are not identical. 

     The energy pattern of the sofa at this "Goldilocks" level doesn't look to me like a sofa at all.  In fact it doesn't "look" like anything in particular in the way that we are accustomed to physical objects having forms; rather it is a "consciousness shape" that reflects the complexity and patterning of the energy organization itself.  Its shape reflects its capacities and potentials of consciousness.  I don't know how to describe this in a physical way; what, after all, is the "shape" of a mathematical equation or of a musical melody?

     When I experience this "shape" of organized energy that is my sofa, it is not terribly complex or flexible; it cannot take much initiative, for instance (and none at all on a physical level). A human being, by comparison, is immensely more complex, organized, and capable as an energy form. 

     To use a different metaphor entirely, toy action figures are classified by "points of articulation," that is, the joints that they possess, which determines where they can bend and how flexible they are.  As a kid I had a set of rubber toy soldiers that were each molded as a single piece. They had no points of articulation and could not bend at all.  Then there developed toy soldiers that had one point of articulation; they could bend at the waist.  Later toy manufacturers made figures that could turn their heads or move their hands or feet, their elbows or knees. They had more points of articulation, more joints, and the more they had, the more they could be posed in the various positions that a real person could take. You didn't have to imagine that your toy soldier was kneeling or bending or sitting; he really could kneel, bend, or sit.

     Human beings energetically have an immense number of "points of articulation" or "joints of sentiency;" these are the many ways our consciousnesses can "bend" and configure to the environment, take initiative, create, and so on.  My sofa has only a few joints of sentiency, and thus it is much more limited as an energy being than I am in what it can perceive and do.  Yet it is not totally unaware or inanimate at this energetic level.

     The crucial point is that this substance or flow that I've been calling "energy" (largely for want of a better word) which forms these subtle inner organizations of being-the "river" in my metaphor of the branch and the eddy-is itself sentient.  Or put another way, everything that we experience or mean when we use words like sentiency, life, consciousness, mind, awareness, and so forth reflects a characteristic of this more basic substance, which I usually just call Sacred energy or Sacred presence.  As a consequence, any organization, pattern, or system emerging (I would say "incarnating") from this basic, fundamental substance is going to possess qualities of awareness and life, configured and expressive in a way unique to its organizational shape, it's "shape of consciousness."

     So I discover that at a "Goldilocks" level of energy and awareness a structure of sentiency exists in my sofa that is aware and alive, not in the way that I am or that any organic, biological being would be but in a way that is perfectly useful and appropriate to the sentient energy from which it emerges-an emergence set into motion in this instance, though not entirely shaped by, human intervention through imagination and creative intent.  It is this organization of sentiency that I experienced as a child and felt as the life within the furniture and other objects that made up my world, so charmingly and whimsically portrayed in the Disney cartoon. 

     The presence of this life has real consequences to all of us and to our work as spiritual beings.  That is what we'll explore in my next David's Desk.

______________________________
     Upcoming events - I will be giving a free public lecture in the Seattle area on September 18th at the Issaquah Public Library, 7 pm, and offering a weekend workshop titled "Evil and the Making of Wholeness," October 3-5 at Stonehouse Bookstore in Kirkland, WA.  Two of my online programs, Crafting Relationships and Spacecrafting begin Monday, September 8th.   
