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There is a spiritual teaching—technique might be a better word—which says we should live in the present moment. We should hold our consciousness in the midst of an "eternal Now." Of course, in one way, this is obvious. What other moment can we live in except in the present? But one can ask, what is the present? How long does it last? Is it a minute long? A second? A nanosecond? We are all familiar with the subjective expansion and contraction of time. If I am happy and doing something that I enjoy, the present goes by so much more quickly than if I am engaged in boring drudgery or in an unpleasant situation. I am convinced that eternity exists in a dentist's waiting room where the present seems to extend itself endlessly, while perversely that same present collapses itself into the shortest possible package when I am happily with a dear friend. 

Just when does Now become Then or Then become Now? 

The Problem of the "Eternal Now" 

I have always found the teaching or technique of the eternal Now problematic. Like many such ideas, I find it can have unintended consequences. It sounds so sensible and intuitive, the "spiritual" thing to do. Yet, when I practice this state, drawing my attention away form anything having to do with yesterday or tomorrow and being fully focused upon what is happening in the present, I find a diminishing of my creative and spiritual powers. I feel narrowed, not expanded. My soul seems further away to me, less rather than more accessible. The "eternal Now" disempowers me. 

This is cause for exploration. What is happening here? Of course, it could be something as simple as that I am doing the exercise wrong! I may be missing some crucial ingredient that would turn the experience around for me. At the same time, though, I have often found over the years that some aspects of spirit are counter-intuitive. For example, I have found that I can often experience my soul more powerfully in the midst of specificity and particulateness than in a consciousness of universality and that the sacred can feel closer to me in the ordinariness of daily life than in states of meditation. 

A good friend of mine, Caroline Myss, says that one reason people do not heal from illnesses is that their energy and attention are locked up in the past. They are constantly rehearsing their biographies rather than experiencing their lives in the present. Others say that one of the reasons we experience so much tension and stress in our lives that prevents us from accessing the blessings of spirit is because we worry and think too much about the future. 

I believe both these observations are true. I have seen this phenomenon myself in working with people, and I have experienced it within myself. But, I wonder, are we really dealing with time here or with something else. Is it the past or the future that are at fault? 

It seems to me that what binds us in these limiting and disempowering ways is not time itself but something I might call "imaginal time." 

Imaginal Time 

The past exists for me as memory. Numerous studies have proven over and over just how unreliable memory can be, especially if the event being remembered was unfamiliar or occurred under stressful conditions. Even listening to a married couple discuss past events can show how differently individuals remember the same events. The memories are imaginal reconstructions. 

We find this phenomenon most dramatically revealed in the form of false or manufactured memories, such as with people who "remember," often in great detail, physical abuse that never actually happened to them. (Of course, such memories may not be "false" at all but "borrowed," taken on psychically from someone else or even from an earlier lifetime, and molded to fit into the subject's own biographical history. This can represent a working out of traumatic energy through being a "surrogate sufferer," but that is a whole other story. And it is just as likely in a given instance that the memories truly are false, woven from something other than real life experience.) 

Such imaginal construction is even more apparent when dealing with the "Then" of the future. If I have a doctor's appointment tomorrow, I have no idea what may happen during that time. I may have a good idea based on past experiences and my overall sense of health, but if I say that this or that will happen, that the appointment will be short or long, and so forth, I am really just imagining. Anything could happen. I might unexpectedly even be whisked directly from the doctor's office to the emergency room of a hospital, something that happened to a friend many years ago when a routine examination discovered a life-threatening heart condition that she knew nothing about. 

So there is an imaginal past and an imaginal future. On the occasion when I may advise someone to "stop living in the past" or to "stop worrying about the future," it is this imaginal state to which I am referring. I am asking that person to stop living in his or her imagination of the past or future—his or her thoughts about what happened or what might happen. 

Time as Narrative 

This imaginal past and future actually have very little to do with time per se, except as clock and calendar time provides a structure for the imagination. Imaginal time has more to do with our sense of ourselves, our sense of who we are, our boundaries, our vulnerability, our power, our meaningfulness. It is often constructed in a narrative form, looking less like the formal entries in a log and more like the arc of dramatic events in a novel. When we say, "This happened to me," we are usually not simply reporting on an event the way a disinterested and objective witness might do. Instead, we are living through and describing a story in which we are the main characters. 

Thus, if I worry about what the doctor may find during my appointment tomorrow, I am not thinking about the future as a temporal phenomenon so much as I am thinking about how the story arc of my life is going to unfold in the next scene. The dramatic power of narrative gives this imagination a "stickiness" or a compulsion that is very different from a simple report. "Tomorrow, at 3 p.m., I see the doctor," does not carry the same enthralling power as "Tomorrow, I see the doctor. Omigosh, I wonder what she'll find when she examines me? I think I'm ok, but what if something is wrong I don't know about? What if I end up in the hospital?" 

I'm being overly dramatic here and belaboring what may seem to be a simple point. But the difference between past and future on the one hand and a narrative arc on the other, some scenes of which occur in the past while other scenes occur in the future, is real and has consequences upon our consciousnesses. The narrative arc has a power to attract and hold our attention. It captivates the personality, which, after all, is the part of us most concerned with and immersed in the roles we are playing. One reason it is so alluring and compelling is that the narrative arc provides definition; it can tell us who we are, or at least whom we are as characters in our own stories. This is extraordinarily attractive and powerful. We can see this by the ways in which people will hold on to painful memories and fears of the future—memories and fears that cripple their creativity, their relationships, their sense of worth—rather than surrender the narrative arc that contextualizes these psychological elements and provides self-definition. 

Living in the present does not necessarily free us from this inner narration. The story we tell ourselves can be just as compelling as a one-act play as a three-act one involving past and future. It is how we live in the present that makes the difference. 

I can actually live in the moment quite easily if I choose not to think or concern myself about causes and consequences. Like a child, I can just take what comes, without attempting to evaluate or interpret it. This way of living can certainly reduce tension. I need not be troubled by the past; I need not worry about the future. But this present is just as imaginal as what I may have experienced before. To say that there is only the present and that past and future do not exist or have no part to play in my life is as much a story, as much an interpretation of life, as to say that either past or future have the power to completely rule and shape my life. 

I do not find cutting off past or future is a way to live in an eternal Now. Time, to me, is not something that can be amputated in this manner. It would be like cutting off my right and left arms so I can be more centered and aligned in my torso. In both instances, I lose part of my capacity to engage with my world. 

Time as Ecology 

Time is less like a river to me, flowing from the future into the past. It is more like an ecology, a living wholeness filled with interconnections and symbiotic relationships (as well as parasitic ones!). In this sense, living in the "eternal Now" is a capacity to engage that wholeness. It is to inhabit the whole ecology, not just parts of it. Then time becomes a creative ally, an invocation of our creative spirit. 

What brings me to the experience of an "eternal Now" is not a mental decision to ignore past and future nor is it the product of a meditative technique. It is love that works for me, a love for the whole ecology of time. It is an embracing of the past, present and future with love as three aspects of a deeper mystery of being. 

To love the ecology of time in this way means seeing it as more than a prop or a setting for my self-defining narratives. It means seeing it as a presence. What do I mean by this? What is this like? 

Well, let us go back to considering the New Year's ritual of making resolutions. This may seem like an empty or silly ritual, since common wisdom tells us that such resolutions are hardly ever kept (though I don't know if anyone has ever done a scientific study of the efficacy and duration of New Year's resolutions to support that common wisdom!). But for a moment at least, when we think about such declarations of change, we may feel, as I said earlier, that they are possible. We may feel for a moment a power that lets us inhabit time not as a victim but as a co-creative partner, that past and future can work with us as allies. The one supplies momentum, experience, wisdom, while the other brings possibility, potential, inspiration, and the evocation of emergence. The past is a storehouse of riches while the future is a mall filled with stores where such riches can be spent! 

In those magical moments when I succeed in touching and merging with my soul and its perspective, time collapses for me. It does not collapse so much into an "eternal Now" as much as into a co-creative relationship, into a field of generative wisdom, power, and the delight of discovery. In this field, what we think of as past, present and future are all equally capable of changing and transforming. This field deepens the vitality, the life, and the emergent qualities of the whole ecology of time, not just one part of it. 

At such moments, I don't feel removed from time but more deeply in it, more fully and creatively engaged with it. It can feel "timeless" in the same sense that it can feel timeless when I am doing something I truly love and enjoy that engages me creatively on many levels of my being. But I think it is more accurate to call this a state of love and engagement than a state of timelessness. I am more present, to be sure, but I am present across the whole spectrum of time rather than just in that ambiguous slice of it I call the "present." The past ceases to be just something I "remember" and the future is not something I "predict" or "imagine." They become sources of gifts and energy. They become part of the vitality, part of the metabolism, of creative incarnation. In an ecology of time, they become like the fertility of the soil or the richness of the biodiversity, all of which enhance the life that is and the possibilities of new life emerging. 

Beyond the Paths 

My personal narrative arc is like a path through the landscape and ecology of time. It divides the land up and restricts where I can go and what I can do. Not that a path cannot be useful, but there is a difference between walking a path and inhabiting a terrain. But standing still in an "eternal Now'" that turns that path into one of those "scenic overlooks" one finds in National Parks (life as a succession of Kodak moments!) is not the same as inhabiting the terrain either. 

The way out of time, I have found, is paradoxically by going into time, embracing it creatively and holistically. The way out of my self-defining and often self-limiting narrative arc is not to shrink the stage and eliminate the number of scenes but to expand both. Then I am on more stages and in more narratives than I was before. I go beyond my own story to participate in the stories that fill the world around me. 

Inhabiting the whole ecology of time gives me a broader perspective of my own past and future. The path of my narrative arc usually takes me past a few, familiar memories and a few specific worries and images about the future. But my past is made up of more than just a few events strung like exhibits along a nature walk, each bearing its label: "This is when I broke my leg." "This is when I entered college." "This is when I met my wife." But my past is also made up of small growths way off the beaten path of my memories. 

If I have a narrative arc that tells me I am a failure, and I arrange my ecological exhibits so I see all the events of failure as I walk down memory lane, then that past will only confirm my failings. Chances are it will project into my future as well: once a failure, always a failure. But I have not always failed. Way off in a corner of my ecology is a plant that grew from a successful paper I once wrote. Over there is a tiny animal that embodies a time when I successfully helped a person. There is a clump of bushes that arose when I went beyond my shyness and asked a girl out for a date and we had a good time together. There may be hundreds of such places in my ecology, memories and events that I don't look at or look for because I feel bound to walk the same old path through my history. But if I stepped into the whole terrain of time, I can find these nourishing plants and creatures and from them gain a whole different perspective on myself. I may even construct a new narrative, or at least not be so bound by the old one. 

Time as Formative Force 

If I think of the past as a field of energy, then it is not dead and gone but very much alive right now. And it is a dynamic field, one that is constantly evolving and changing. The fact is that my memories do not define nor limit my past. The past is not a record of historical events but a rich ferment of energies and consequences that are dynamic and unfinished in nature. The past is a formative force. I can bind this force about with selected memories that support my particular narrative interpretation of my life and force it to act within certain constraints. But if I just sit with my past as a presence without attempting to remember specific events or attempting to tell my self particular autobiographical histories, I find myself in the company of a powerful living energy, one that offers itself as my ally in shaping my life and personhood. 

I think of the past as a creative force in my life, something much more than memories. The future likewise is an evocative force, inviting me towards more possibilities than my usual narrative arc may perceive or admit. If I think of the future as a field of generative energy as well, then it is very present, not as prophecy or a foretelling of events but as an open space inviting me to fill it. The past whispers in my ear, "This is that from which you are forming yourself," but the future says, "This is what waits for you to form it. This is what helps you explore what it means to be a dreamer of visions and a shaper of worlds." 

In both cases, past and future become allies to the potentials and potencies within me. They enable me to see myself as a formative force within the world. 

Now and Then 

Janus, who gives his name and potentials to the first month of our new year, stands at the threshold between an ending and a beginning, a past and a future. But he does not close the door to either, insisting that only the narrow strip of the threshold itself has reality or power. He flings the doors open, looking in both directions, inviting a relationship, a blending, between them. He is a catalyst that brings the formative forces of past and future together like reagents in a transforming alchemical reaction. He is a guardian of the ecology of time that can yield more treasures in its wholeness than it can as a particular fragment. In this he is a symbol of the soul in all its creativity and coherence, its unity and power. He is the soul not in its timelessness but in its timefulness. 
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