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The following represents the first in the five-part series "Dialogues in Esse" and based on the Essean premise that "the cosmos is an infinite presence whose perpetual movement gives rise to all material forms". In this context, the term 'Essean' is derived from the Latin word 'esse' which the Society of Esseans International defines as 'that which truly exists'. It is not related to, nor associated with, the ancient Middle Eastern 'Essenai' (Essenes), their religious views, nor their communal lifestyle.
David aimlessly toyed with a small chip of wood as he watched the approaching man rush up the forest path toward the fallen tree upon which he sat. Noting the intense furrow creasing Shelley's brow, he unconsciously braced himself for the opening onslaught.
"You know, David, I've been thinking." Shelley breathlessly began immediately upon arrival.
"Exhausting work by the look of you," David noted as the other man paused to catch his breath. "Have a seat and relax, and tell me what earth shattering thoughts worked up such a sweat."
Shelley drew a deep breath and plopped his body down next to David. "A paper for my world religions class."
"Oo-kay. I assume you're done."
"Haven't started," Shelley sighed. "I haven't a clue as to why people bother with it."
David cocked a brow. "With what? College papers?"
"No," Shelley scowled, "Religion. I mean, why has everybody, from day one, gone off on some religious kick?"
"And this tweaked your mind?"
"Yeah, I've read all the junk in my textbooks, but I can't make much sense out of any of it. Every writer seems to talk in circles, assuming almost everything without a grain of proof. You've studied a lot about religions. Could you help me sort things out?"
David glanced off at the distant treetops. "Now, let me get this straight. You're trying to write something creative for your class and drew a blank. Zilch. No germ of an idea."
Shelley winced. "Right, like I'm sort of agnostic."
"You mean you've never given religion a thought till now."
Shelley slowly nodded. "My mother never dragged me off to church or anything. So, what do I know from religions? Will you help me?"
"With what specifically?"
"With why people start them . . . religions, I mean."
"Is that all?"
Shelley continued to frown. "Uh huh. Any ideas?"
David folded his hands behind his head, and gazed off at the distant treetops. "Dissatisfaction, I guess,” he offered. "Some aspect of life presses a person to start questioning his existence and doubts begin to plague his mind. Most often, he finds traditional answers inadequate and sets off to seek his own. He usually begins with a few basics. Why am I alive? What will happen to me when I die? The first one is a pursuit of purpose; something to give meaning to his life. The second is prompted by the urge to survive. Some press their queries further, broadening the scope of their quest to encompass the source of existence. These embrace a curiosity about life from a cosmic point of view. They ask more universal questions. Where did we come from? Why were we placed on this earth? Eventually, each may derive answers that, for the moment, satisfy his mind."
"There could be other questions," Shelley suggested.
"Could be," David conceded, "however they usually encompass the four I listed in some fashion or form. Precise questions may not even enter the person's mind but linger in the background, prodding a sense of dissatisfaction. The bottom line is that the person's begins question the fundamentals of his life."
"And come up with answers?"
"Hopefully enough to placate him. He may experience visions, receive intuitive revelations, or develop rational insights. However, regardless of the method, his mind is the source of the answers he derives."
"Of everything?"
David silently nodded.
"Even his visions?"
"Even alleged visitations by gods, angels or the like," David replied. "You see, the human mind is an ingeniously inventive instrument. It draws upon the billions of bits of experience you've encountered and can concoct states that have all the trappings of reality."
"Hallucinations?"
"Altered states of consciousness drawn from internal experiences to fulfill critical needs. The more intense the desire to attain an answer, the more ingenious the mind will be. It will propose the answer in whatever form the person demands."
"Not always," Shelley countered. "Some things are never resolved."
"Put off voluntarily if the answers conflict some other frame of mind. Someone once said you must have knowledge of the answer to pose the question. Personally, I believe that to be true. Pieces of the puzzle float around somewhere in the wealth of experience you've gathered and evolve a vague outline of something that prompts you to ask 'what is that'. When you pull those various pieces together in a more recognizable form, viola, the answer appears unless rejected by some other aspect of your mind."
Shelley peered skeptically. "That's great for ordinary stuff but some people claim their visions are real."
David sighed. "Of course. If they didn't believe them, they wouldn't have ended their quests. Extrapolation is a normal mental process. The mind takes the billions of bits of experience it possesses or receives and assembles and re-assembles them to create the thoughts you entertain. This is the basis of everything you think, dream or otherwise perceive. It also is the source of your creativity . . . reassembling bits of data to generate something that never existed in that precise form. Sense experiences are like Lego blocks. They arrive in small increments with a lot of assembly required. Your genetic patterns are the only user's manual you receive with the set. The rest you learn as you go about discovering how to expand upon those."
Shelley frowned. "I don't get it."
"Get what?"
"What that has to do with visions," Shelley replied.
David sighed. "Assembled data. You want something real bad and your mind rearranges all those Lego bits of experience into some cognitive form. Intent concentration elicits out of the ordinary inner states. It channels the consciousness, shutting out all extraneous data and drawing it in within itself. People attempt to do this when they meditate. In the process, there is a transition where one enters a waking dream state before moving on to the final stage of absolute concentration. During that waking dream state, a complete pseudo-reality can evolve. The slightest unvoiced urge will transform it. For example I once had a beautiful white stallion gallop through my living room, in and out through my walls. On another occasion, I walked in a peaceful Japanese garden with an elderly monk who graciously responded to my questions. Unfortunately, later I discovered his answers were dredged up from my own inner consciousness and several of them turned out to be wrong."
"You were dreaming," suggested Shelley.
"For a fact," David confirmed. "Haven't your ever experienced a dream that, for a few moments, had you accepting it as reality?"
"Sure," Shelley replied, "but I quickly figured out it was a dream."
"What if you had not?"
Shelley shrugged. "I guess I would have taken it for fact."
"And possibly acted on it, believing it to be a true life experience."
Shelly slowly nodded. "I see what you mean. The mind can play tricks on you, especially when you're exhausted."
"And burdened with a seemingly irresolvable problem. Under stress and given the proper circumstances, it will devise incredible scenarios. In a quiet room with subdued lighting, a person intently focusing upon an image of a sage or divine can create a real life apparition within the perimeters of his mind. He can launch himself into any mental environment as I did with my Japanese monk. Fortunately, I'm an incorrigible skeptic and chose to analyze the experience and enjoy it for what it was."
"But a lot of people believe in theirs."
"Their what?"
"The visions they claim to have received."
David hissed a sigh. "Because they chose to believe. Undoubtedly, an equal number of people pass them off as fantasies of mind."
"But maybe some people are different from all others," Shelley suggested, quickly adding, "at least that's what they say."
"True, some are more gifted than others," David conceded, "However, even those who believe in the words of one prophet or sage discount the claims of others. Their pet prophet's visions are hallucinations to those they choose not to believe. What makes one more valid than the others?"
"Acceptance, I guess," Shelley replied.
"Duh. It rests upon a person's willingness to believe. If you're swayed by the claims, you accept them. If not, you move on, generally to the next visionary down the street. Consider the broad range of religious doctrines that have existed over the centuries. Obviously, no one seems to have an inside track with the divine. Self-anointed prophets arise and go about bending the ears of anyone who will afford them the time. Eventually, they develop a following that evolve a religion based on their pet prophet's words."
"Doesn't the prophet do that? I mean organize a religion."
David shrugged. "Prophets rarely do. They seek no more than to validate the purported answers they've derived. Those who follow them gather and find a need for organization. They are the ones who eventually define the doctrine, rituals and creed."
"How about you?" Shelley asked. "Have you come up with any? Answers, I mean."
David smiled. "I have but not through visions. I approach life more sensibly and spare myself visitations from the spirit realm."
"More sensibly how?" Shelley asked.
"By being a bit more rational, I guess. I chose to broaden the scope of my inquiries and delve into the more fundamental aspects of life."
Shelley frowned. "Such as?"
"Such as questions that encompass the whole cosmic scene."
Shelley rolled his eyes. "Care to elaborate?"
David shrugged. "Sure, why not? I think I started off with three. What caused the universe? What makes it function? And, will it eventually end?" He grinned. "I figured those would keep me occupied for about a third of my life."
"Only a third?"
David pleasantly nodded. "I have to devote the rest my time to more practical things."
"What about the questions?"
"Oh, I've already answered those," David replied. "At least, well enough to satisfy me."
"Ri-ight," Shelley drawled, "So tell me, great sage, what caused the universe?"
David smirked. "Nothing. The cosmos is eternal. It is because it is."
"Oh big deal," Shelley groaned, casting his friend a sarcastic sneer. "It must have taken you at least two, no, two and a half seconds to deduce that little gem of truth."
"Wait a minute," David pleaded. "I'll grant you that's not a very complicated observation. However, before you go classifying it as a reply of an idiot, hear me out. For a fact, there isn't a single shred of evidence to support the presumption that the nitty-gritty substance, the underlying essence, of the cosmos began at any given point in time. The theory of a Big Bang beginning notwithstanding, the bulk of human experience, garnered over the centuries, suggests the opposite. It implies that the cosmic essence is timeless and omnipresent, recycling if you like, through an endless parade of perpetually changing natural forms."
"Recycling?"
"Yes, why not? After all, to the best of our knowledge, the basic essentials of things we perceive do not disappear. Instead, they merely transform. They recycle from one natural form to another."
"You mean, like from one thing to another?"
"Essentially, yes. The universe, at its most basic level is beyond the concept of time."
"You mean, eternal," Shelley injected.
"Yes. It remains constant throughout an endless evolution of differing perceived natural phenomena. Sure, the things we see, feel or otherwise sense do change. This becomes a that, and that becomes some other thing. However, the underlying reality that makes up this, that and the other thing is always around. As I said, the cosmos is eternal. It was and always will be"
"What about the Big Bang theory? Didn't the universe start out then?"
"The perceived material universe probably did," David tentatively agreed. "The cosmos embraces everything . . .the material universe and interstellar space. As far as the Big Bang theory goes, the Aryans evolved the concept long before modern science embraced it. They even projected Brahmic Cycles whereby the cosmos retracts into the Brahmic Egg then explodes to restart the universe. Their mathematicians calculated the length of those cycles and suggested the duration of the one we presently are in. Actually, their perspective seems more plausible. It parallels the continuity we witness in the everyday world. After all, we have yet to discover something that, in its essence, truly disappears. As far as we can determine, things evolve and transform. So I believe the Aryans had a better handle on things. The cosmos recycles, eternally continuing to exist. At least, that's my take on it."
Shelley hesitated for a moment, and then nodded. "You may have a point at that," he admitted. "Things don't just disappear. Not really. When you take a good look around, it seems that transformation is the standard of universal existence. It's sort of a reincarnation where appearances change while the basics keep on existing throughout time."
"There you go," his companion proclaimed. "So why complicate things by manufacturing beginnings and ends for the cosmos? It seems more logical to accept the implications of our collective experiences, and accept the cosmos as eternal. After all, beginnings and ends are our own inventions. I mean, they are no more than starting and stopping points of the sensations produced by our native senses. Why expand those inventions into a cosmic rule?"
"What do you mean: inventions?" Shelley asked.
"Well, picture cosmic existence as a circle. It's a beginning if we're starting to make our way along that circle at a given point, and it's an end when we conclude the tracing of that line. However, those points we pick for a beginning or an ending are relevant only to our picking them because the circle goes on forever. That's the substance of our beginnings and endings. They're no more than mental reference points we invent within the realm of perception and thought."
Shelley again nodded. "I guess that does make things simpler in a lot of ways. I mean, if you accept the idea that the cosmos is eternal, then you needn't bother with a lot of improbable questions like: where did it come from, or where will it go when it ends. Instead, you can accept it as a constant presence that merely changes in appearance with the passage of time."
"And, like the circle, infinite without beginnings or ends," David added. He paused and grinned at his companion. "So, do you accept my first answer?"
Shelley grudgingly nodded. "Okay, for now, I'll agree the cosmos is because it is."
"Fantastic," David smiled. "Now, we can deal with question number two. What makes it function?"
The other man smirked. "Okay, but that one's not so easy. It'll take more than just a few simple words."
"Not if we keep it basic and stick to the obvious," replied David.
"The obvious?" Shelley echoed.
David nodded. "Experience. The universe works the way it does because activity is the nature of the eternal cosmos."
"Oh great," Shelley sneered. "That's simply saying: it does because it does!"
"What's wrong with that?" asked David. "You've apparently accepted the premise: it is because it is. So, why can't you handle: it does because it does?"
"Because that's not the same thing," Shelley countered.
"Sure it is! Look, we know that the cosmos is an active existence. I doubt if anyone will deny that. Agreed?"
"Agreed."
"Well, if the cosmos is infinite and eternal, then, it's would be the sum total of existence. Right?"
"Right."
"Okay. If it is the total of existence, there's nothing to stop its activity from continuing. Each action produces a comparative reaction, which, in turn, produces another and another, and so forth and so on. Thus, the cosmos continues, evolving cycles that are similar but never exactly the same."
"Cycles?"
"Sure. Look at life on this planet earth. Streams flow down hills into oceans, oceans evaporate into clouds, and clouds rain on the mountaintops to form streams. Existence follows such progressive cycles. It's an ongoing action-reaction chain of events."
"But what about change?"
"Like I said, nothing repeats exactly. Every reaction is different in an infinite number of ways. That's why the cycles of existence are progressive spirals, stretching eternally into the infinity of change."
"In other words, like a stream, the course of cosmic events can be altered, but its flow continues on."
"You could say that," David agreed. "However, the main point is: the cosmos is an eternal active presence. It is, and its nature incites it to act. That is the obvious reality. So, why not deal with that reality at face value. Why complicate and confuse things beyond the experienced fact."
Shelley floundered a moment in thought, then quickly recovered. "Okay, it is because it is, and it does because it does. So, how come things seem to be so organized?"
"Because," David began, "like beginnings and endings, order or organization is another human invention. You see a sense of order in the universe because, from your own time-limited sense perspective, things appear to repeat in familiar ways. In essence, order is nothing more than fulfilled expectations. You anticipate the occurrence of something because something similar to that has happened in the past. Moreover, when that anticipated thing does appear to recur, it gives you a sense of security. You feel able to predict the outcome of vital events. You can organize your life around anticipated cycles and, although those cycles are really evolving in different ways, they possess enough familiar characteristics to generate the sense of order you perceive. The earth goes around the sun, repeating its orbit and cycle of seasons. It spins on its axis, producing the cycles of day and night. Yet, we know the earth is never in the same place in space on any given two instances, nor does it travel the same path twice. Its existence is, in reality, an erratic spiral through intergalactic space, precariously held to its relationship with the sun by what we commonly call gravity. Its status constantly changes. It wobbles on its axis, slowly rotating and altering the angle from which we observe the rest of the universe. Thus, the familiar heaven of stars also gradually alters and, in a few thousand years, the old reliable Polaris won't be pointing our way north any more. From our perspective, it will have shifted, and navigators will have to use some other beacon in the night."
"Yeah," Shelley agreed. "I read about that. It's called precession. The earth constantly changes our angle of looking at the universe. In fact, the signs of the Zodiac set down by the Egyptians are no longer accurate. In the last three thousand years, if I'm not mistaken, the constellation Taurus has shifted to where the old Aries or Pisces used to be, or something like that."
"Something like that," David concurred. "So, you see, nothing is really a true repetition. Novas and such remove stars and their solar systems from the heavens on a regular basis and, because of the delayed light, the stars we see each night probably aren't there. They could have exploded and vanished and all we are seeing is the last vestiges of their former light. So, there really isn't an ironclad order to universal existence, only a similarity in the ongoing evolution of things. Moreover, in our little personal slice of eternity, that similarity may seem to be planned repetition, but it isn't. It is orderly simply because, from our meager lifetime perspectives, we impose order upon it. In human time, we see order. However, in cosmic time, things are as chaotic as the ocean surface in the midst of a horrendous storm."
"But isn't there some overall rhyme or reason to the way things happen in the universe?"
"In a manner of speaking, yes. Everything within the cosmos interacts much the way ripples interact within a pond. Moreover, this results in distinct relationships between things. Every thing is truly a part of its time and place. Each belongs because it is the direct product of the immediate cosmic activity that has caused it to be and sustains it. In that respect, you might say the cosmos functions according to plan. It follows from cause to effect."
Shelley turned and, propping an elbow on his belt buckle, rested his cheek on his upraised palm. He peered at David through squinting eyes. "I don't know," he sighed. "This is and does cosmic outlook bothers me."
"Why is that?" David asked.
Shelley shrugged. "Because it all sounds so . . . so damned atheistic. It seems as though you've scrapped the whole idea of God."
"Does it now?" David exclaimed. "Didn't I say that the cosmos is a self-sustaining eternal entity?"
"Sure, in a way."
"And, didn't I say that, relatively speaking, the cosmos was the active generator and sustainer of all existence?"
Shelley nodded. "Yeah. So?"
"So," David continued, "I didn't deny the existence of a supreme entity. Instead, I merely declared the cosmos, God."
Shelley jolted upright. "Wha-at? You want to run that by me again?"
"Gladly," David smiled, enjoying the rise he achieved in his friend. "It's fairly simple. If the cosmos is the sum of all existence, and if it functions on its own initiative, then, in fact, it must be the supreme creator, supreme provider, and the supreme everything else ascribed to the divine. That, by traditional definition, makes the cosmos, God. However, before you break out the incense and start sacrificing virgins to it, I think we'd better get a few things settled about that overused and abused little three letter word."
"You mean the word, God."
"Right. Can you give me a definition of the word without delivering a religious sermon?"
"What sermon?" asked Shelley, appearing confused.
"I mean, can you define the word without involving any specific religious dogma?"
"A supreme being?" Shelley muttered.
"And what is a supreme being?" persisted David.
Shelley shrugged. "Who knows? The head honcho of everything. What's the point?"
David smiled. "The point is, the word, God, in it historical singular context, means ultimate cause. It means God is the essential reality that causes the natural universe to be. Look, let me put it this way. Back in the primitive times, people believed in the existence of a whole mishmash of spirits. Every unknown cause of observable events was thought to be a spirit and every spirit was labeled a god. Thus, in the beginning, the word, god, simply meant an undetected or extrasensory cause. It was an invisible mover of visible local events just as the mind was the unseen motivator of the visible human body. Moreover, in every culture, the religions that evolved recognized the existence of a multitude of those supernatural movers or gods. However, in some cultures, a few people reasoned that the cosmos, instead of being an oddball assortment of different things, was somehow a single unit or whole. Therefore, they expanded on the notion of invisible movers and concluded that the entire material universe was the product of one supreme power or cause. That's where we got the concept of monotheism."
"You mean the idea didn't start with some prophet claiming he spoke to God."
"Of course not," David replied. "Lots of people have claimed to have had conversations with different spirits and some even have gone so far as to declare their pet spirit to be the most powerful one around. However, no one declared his god to be the only existing deity until the concept of a single cosmic cause evolved."
Shelley sneered. "What about Moses? Didn't he originate the idea of only one god?"
"Not at all. Moses, who is erroneously credited with having started monotheism, allowed for the existence of other causes or gods in his first commandment. 'Thou shalt not have strange or foreign gods before me' implies the existence of other gods. Instead, Moses simply declared Yahweh or Jehovah to be the only god for the Israelites. In the Middle East, Ikhnaton, pharaoh of Egypt, declared that there was only one god before the Israelites got around to contemplating the idea."
"That was Ra, wasn't it?" Shelley injected.
"Aton, Ra, or Aton-Ra. Ikhnaton outlawed all worship of other gods. Believing that the sun was responsible for all existence, he tried to convert the whole of Egypt over to the notion of a single universal supreme sun God. However, the notion of a single cosmic god didn't crop up in Judaism until hundreds of years after Moses died. David and Solomon still made exceptions for other gods. That's why in the earliest Judaic texts Jehovah is portrayed as being jealous, jealous of having his people worshiping other gods."
"But other cultures came up with monotheistic outlooks, too," Shelley offered.
"Of course. Most of them predate Judaism. The Aryans proclaimed Brahma as the cosmic All including one's personal Atma or self. They arrived at that conclusion via the idea of a single cosmic cause."
"Okay," Shelley conceded. "So, God is the ultimate cosmic cause. So what?"
"So, that means God is not a super somebody sitting out there on a cloud in celestial outer space. Instead, God is the essence of the cosmos in itself.
"That sounds pretty all inclusive," Shelley observed.
"It is. To put it in classic terms, God is That-Which-Is. Several ancient philosophers pictured the concept as an infinite cosmic ocean whose eternal activity perpetually produced experiences of material effects."
"That sounds nice," Shelley muttered. "But how does that account for you and me and the rest of the individual things we experience in the universe?"
"Bear with me. It does," David pleaded. "I'll try to explain. First, you must refine your idea of material reality. Solid objects aren't really solid at all. Instead, everything is a sort of organization of varying quantities of interacting cosmic energy. Things are collectives of molecules; molecules are collectives of atoms; atoms are collective of smaller particles; and those particles, as far as we define them, merely are a sort of activity happening within a given region of interstellar space. Therefore, when you scientifically reduce things down to their essence, what have you?"
The other man shrugged. "Energy?"
"And what is energy?" David asked.
"Some kind of movement," Shelley replied.
"Right. In its essence, the material is nothing more than detectable movement occurring within a given region of interstellar space."
Shelley glared at David. "But something must be moving!"
"Of course, but what is that something? It must be something we can't sense. We sense the movement - the change from here to there - but, we don't sense the essence of that thing that is moving."
"Wait a minute," Shelley drawled. "You want to run that by me again? Something we see move is something we can't see. That doesn't make any sense."
"Yes it does," David insisted. "That is, it's perfectly understandable if you take into account the way we sense. We never see or otherwise sense the realness of anything. Instead, we sense only the impact that something's presence has upon our beings. For instance, what do you see? I'll tell you. A thing reflects energies that strike your optic nerves and set off other reactions that travel to your brain. Moreover, even within your brain, the impressions you see exist in another energy form. So, what is your sense of vision? Nothing more than a reaction to detectable cosmic activity. Something exists, and its presence sets off a chain reaction in the environment that, in some fashion, alters the internal activity of your personal being. This is the basis of your senses. It's the reason you don't sense the realness of existence and, instead, sense only the effects that the activity of that realness has upon the essential you."
Shelley pinched the bridge of his nose and shuddered. "That's a bit of a mind bender. The things I see ain't the things I see. However, I think I get what you driving at. The real me operates as a collection of organized activity and I only experience those non-me activities that change the way my personal activity is organized."
"It's a little more complex than that," David said. "However, it's can be simplified by keeping that old cosmic ocean idea in mind. Just picture yourself as a sort of eddy in the cosmic ocean, made up of a bunch of different currents, all working together to give your being its unique personal form. Every time some part of that eddy changes, you experience. Moreover, every other material thing is also a unique eddy in that same ocean; and, those other eddies set off ripples that affect and change the way your eddy is organized. Thus, you experience their existence by the impact their activity has upon the activity of your being. In that way, they provide the impressions through which you become aware of those other existing things. You experience everything except the water of the cosmic ocean itself."
"You mean one eddy experiences the activity of another eddy because only that activity provides contrasts. And, since there is no contrast for the water of the ocean, it appears to be nonexistent."
"Right. Activity contrasts with activity, and one past state of activity contrasts with another present state. Therefore, activity is experienced. And, where no detectable activity exists, the water appears to be a void. In essence, where no apparent material activity exists, by contrast we experience that region only as empty space."
Shelley nodded. "Then that would make the entire cosmos a single substance."
"A presence without a specific material form," David added. "You could call it an underlying and unifying cosmic field. However, that is nearly impossible to visualize. That's why some of our predecessors chose the ocean concept. It gave them a practical mental model for what otherwise would be beyond the grasp of their experience-based minds."
"You mean because the ocean has only one substance, water."
"Yes, and because it has only one function, movement. That amply defined their concept of the cosmos in terms their contemporaries could understand. It also helped them put forth the abstract notion of an invisible universal divine."
Shelley's eyes twinkled. "You know," he exclaimed. "I like that idea. It makes sense. It's abstract while being a real personal God."
David belched with laughter. "Hal-lay-loo-yah, the man has been converted! Now, he can set about using those personal revelations he receives from God."
"Be serious," his affronted companion growled.
"I'm sorry I laughed," David apologized. "But, you were starting to get that born again, Sunday-go-to-meeting tone in your voice, and I didn't want you to go off the deep end before you completely digested the full implications of a cosmic perspective of God."
"And what are those?" Shelley mumbled, obviously still displeased at his companion's response.
"Personal freedom and responsibility," responded David. "Along with accepting the reality of the concept, you also take over control of your own behavior and life. You see, your cosmic God concept doesn't include the traditional cop-outs. There is no 'the devil made me do it' or 'I'm just a poor sinner' bits. In short, you are not an irresponsible child of an egotistical demanding parent god. You know what you do and have all the necessary equipment with which to do it because you are a part of the total reality of the cosmos."
"A part of God?"
"You could phrase it that way. If the cosmos is one gigantic divine ocean, then, you are a part of God and God is all of you. God influences each aspect of your being just as an ocean influences every wisp of current in its depths. Moreover, in turn, you influence the activity of the entire cosmos just as each wisp of current has a measurable impact on the behavior of the entire sea. Therefore, in practice, your every thought, feeling or action is communicated directly and instantly to God and, likewise, each of your personal experiences is a direct revelation from the Divine. Moreover, since you appear to accept the concept of a cosmic God, maybe you'll make better use of those personal divine revelations and won't be so afraid of forming your own opinions based on your own experiences and insights. In short, you can stop looking for solutions to your problems outside of yourself."
A brief silence gripped the pair as David completed his comment. Shelley fidgeted momentarily, and then spoke. "That's a fairly heavy trip to deal with," he declared. "I don't know about being the only one responsible for my life. I know, in reality, I am. But it's still hard to deal with right out in the open. Yet. . . "
"Yes?"
"Yet, when I think about it, a lot of things feel more comfortable that way. With my personal experiences being divine revelations, God has been talking to me all of my life."
David stifled a smile. "I'd be careful about those heavenly voices if I were you. I don't think the world is ready for a John of Arc. Besides, the cosmic God isn't going to speak to you in words, at least, not from out of the some burning bush. Words are our inventions. At best, they are an adequate means of daily communication with others of our kind. Experience is the primary vehicle of God. You'd better stick to your daily experiences. At least, you can be sure those never lie."
Shelley sneered. "Never lie? Come on, a lot of my experiences prove to be wrong."
"That's a crock," David drawled. "You may misinterpret those experiences. However, your faulty thought processes are to blame. Errors occur only within the processes of thought."
"Oh yeah?" Shelley countered. "What about optical illusions?"
"What about them?"
"Well, there are a lot of things we see that don't turn out to be what we thought we saw."
"My point exactly," David returned. "Optical illusions are things you thought you saw. You create the illusion within the thoughts you frame in your mind. The experiences you used were not, in themselves, false."
"For example,"
"For example, you see a shimmering patch of light ahead of you on a hot desert road and you conclude that it's water. However, in reality, radiating heat causes the vision. So, where does the fault lie? In your conclusion or your experience of radiated heat?"
"Okay," Shelley conceded. "In my conclusion."
"Right! You simply failed to understand the similarity between light reflected by radiating heat and light reflected by water. Yet, the experience of light was factual and true."
Grudgingly, Shelley pursed his lips and nodded. "Okay, an experience is an experience is an experience. But what makes them the essence of truth?"
"The fact that they form the basis of your perceived reality," replied David. "They are the fundamental components of all of your thoughts, feelings and general awareness of life. Therefore, they must be the essence of anything you label as being real or true. And if you still disagree with that, go ahead, name me something else that doesn't fall under the heading of experience."
"There isn't anything else," Shelley grumbled. "Everything we deal with in life comes under the heading of experience, and the raw experiences we receive can't be classified as lies. So where does that leave me?"
"It leaves you in complete control of your life. You don't need any self-proclaimed prophet or divine disciple to show you the way to salvation. You receive all the guidance you need directly from God."
The sparkle of real agreement finally flashed in Shelley's eyes. "Now that I can deal with," he exclaimed. "I'm tired of having a bunch of sanctimonious hypocrites laying guilt trips on my head. Even if this cosmic God idea didn't make sense, I think I'd still go for it as long as it allowed me to run my own life and mind."
"Well, it does make sense," his companion replied. "And it's not really giving you anything new. You've always been in charge of your own behavior and were never forced to live by someone else's perspective of life. If you've done otherwise, you've done so voluntarily. You've sold yourself into mental slavery for the price of having someone else take responsibility for your life and mind."
"You're right," Shelley concurred. "I guess it's the insecurity inherent in trusting your own judgment that makes people chase after prophets. Because we feel we don't know the answers, we grab onto anyone who said they've received the official divine word."
"That's fine for those other people but what about you?" asked David.
"I guess I did accept a lot of garbage about not trusting my own judgment when it comes to who I am and how I should live my life."
"Why did you?" David pressed.
Shelley passed the question with a shrug. "I don't know. Maybe, because I've never been really sure of my own mind."
"Never sure? You mean you lacked the confidence to trust in your own experiences."
"Yeah, I guess that's it."
"Why?"
"Because I could never be certain I was absolutely right. What if I decide something and I turn out to be wrong?"
"Okay, what if?"
"Well, I could really screw things up."
David smiled. "That the chance we all take with every decision we make. Such is the nature of life. We give it a shot and, if we're wrong, we learn from the experience and continue from there. Nothing in life comes with a written guarantee against error. The cosmos provides the experiences and we attempt to decipher those experiences the best we can. That goes for all of us. Nobody has some secret inside track on life."
"What do you mean?"
"I mean no one is divinely selected to lead the rest of humanity. True, some develop a better ability to utilize their experiences. However, an individual evolves that ability through personal effort. It's a developed greater self-awareness and not a special appointment by God. Within the cosmic reality, you might say we are a part of God and all God. Therefore, to know the divine, we merely must seek to become aware of ourselves. That's why life has one fundamental commandment, 'know thyself'."
"What about my not always being certain?" Shelley asked.
David smiled again. "I think you'll find that the more you become aware of yourself, the more you'll trust in your judgment. Confidence feeds upon self-awareness. Have faith in your ability to cope with life, and that faith will mature into an unwavering trust in your ability to evolve your own personal practical living truths."
"What about the things we inherit from our ancestors? I mean the religions and beliefs."
David shrugged. "Weigh them against your personal insights and experiences. There is always a measure of merit in every human idea or belief. It's up to you to decide what to reject and what to believe. In other words, treat religions and beliefs as you would scientific theories. Analyze them if they interest you. Compare them with reality as you experience it. Then make up your own mind. Just because an idea has been accepted for generations does not necessarily make it an infallible truth. After all, a chunk of the civilized world, for many centuries, believed the earth was flat; that the heavens was a gigantic dome overhead on which the stars hung, and across which the sun traveled after its nightly passage through an underground realm. Now, based upon our experiences, we know that all that nonsense was a product of naive observance. Surely, you wouldn't still believe that myth."
"Of course not," Shelley laughed.
"Then why not treat all other ancient beliefs with the same proverbial grain of salt. Test them against your experiences and insights, and see if they remain valid for you. Remember, generally speaking, the majority of our ancient ancestors were a pretty damn ignorant lot. For instance, back when most of the popular religious dogmas were devised, people were terrified by things like lightning. Lightning was looked upon as some divine temper tantrum thrown by an angry god. However, look how we treat it now. We use that same lightning to make our toast in the mornings and, if that toast turns out burnt, we don't cringe at the wrath of god. Obviously, we must be a bit more advanced than our ancestors. Therefore, why should we let their superstitious fallacies ruin our lives?"
"That makes a lot of sense," Shelley agreed. "After all, if we could transport ourselves back in time, say around the fifth century, we'd be considered some kind of gods."
"Or be burnt at the stake for being heretics," David added. "You'd be a threat to the ruling elite."
Shelley feebly nodded. "Well, at least, we don't do that now."
An acknowledging sigh issued from David's lips. "Yes, we have made progress. Technologically, we are a skilled lot. We've done more in the last fifty years than our ancestors have managed since the dawn of time. We've created realities that are eons beyond their wildest fantasies. Too bad we haven't made the same progress in our religions. Sometimes, I get the feeling that, while our sciences are out probing the twenty second century, our religions are back in the stone age, still cowering, afraid to come out of their caves."
"Damn straight," Shelley agreed. "You'd imagine that, with all of our advances, people would welcome more realistic and constructive beliefs. But no, they're still embroiled in the same old garbage developed back in the Dark Ages, still looking put people down if given half a chance." He paused, and then asked. "Why is it that those old myths have such a hold over people's minds?"
David hesitated for a moment. "There are probably a million reasons," he speculated. "However, it most likely boils down to the insecurity that tends to grip each of us at some time or another. If we're desperate enough, we grasp at anything that appears to inspire a measure of confidence, especially if it's a popularly held belief. Initially, that is usually the power to convince possessed by the originator of the doctrine. Later, it transfers to the power possessed by the followers of that doctrine to enforce it upon the masses. In the past, within the realm of religion, might made right. You gathered the true believers and exterminated the competition and, eventually, your doctrine became the law of the land. From that point onward, indoctrination at youth instills it upon succeeding generations. It becomes 'the faith of our fathers', the established creed, which, even when we mature, is so ingrained within our thought processes that it becomes extremely difficult to deny. And when passively accepted by the bulk of a given society, an extended peer pressure further squelches the rational rejection of even a completely unfounded belief. It's relative to food preferences. In the Western world, we serve chicken and rabbit but appear revolted if we're offered dog or cat."
As David fell silent, his companion slouched upon the ground, deep in sullen thought. He brooded for several minutes before, once more, turning to address his friend. "You know," he began. "I've been hashing over this thing about religions, and I really don't see the whole thing revolving around the idea of God."
"How so?" David asked.
"Well, like, people are more concerned about their own well-being when it comes to religion. They're more wrapped up into what is best for old number one."
"You mean personal questions like: Where did I come from? Why do I exist? And, where will I go when I die?"
"Exactly," Shelley replied. "Those are the real biggies. In fact, I'd say they're more important than all other trips about God."
"You're right," David conceded. "Those little gems have been the instigators of more dogmas than any other questions posed by the human mind. They're probably the real reason why humanity even bothered to invent abstract doctrines. After all, we're more concerned about our own personal lives than about the state and fate of the universe."
"For a fact," Shelley laughed. "And I know you have a few simple answers for even those."
David feigned an affronted sneer. "Of course I do. Otherwise, would I have brought them up?"
Shelley continued grinning. "Oh forgive me, all knowing one. Please enlighten my undeserving mind."
The pair exchanged congenial glances, enjoying the warmth enkindled by the good-natured exchange. Yet, in the next instant, a depth of intensity returned to David's eyes. "All joking aside," he began. "I think my thoughts on the subject are fairly simple and realistic. At least, they're consistent with my overall perspective of life. For example, take the first question, where did we come from? The way I see it, nowhere! We've been here all along, at least, the essence of our beings has."
Shelley crinkled his nose and scowled. "Sure, the basic things we're made of have been around as long as the universe, but how did those things come together in this particular human form."
"Evolution," David replied. "Like the rest of the universe, we evolved."
"That's that old Darwin garbage," Shelley grumbled. "There's no way you're going to convince me that I had apes in my family tree."
"Apes? No, your family tree probably had termites," David chided.
"Ve-ry fun-ny. Tease if you like, but I think that Darwin bull is shot full of holes."
"It may be," David replied. "However, that has no bearing on what I said."
"But you said . . ."
"I said we evolved," David interrupted. "I did not say we evolved in any specific way. Darwin's theory referred to the process of natural selection and, for many people, that theory leaves a lot to be desired. Yet, whether he was right or wrong has no bearing on the reality of evolution."
"What do you mean reality?"
"I mean, evolution is an experienced fact of life, taking place, now, before our very own eyes."
Shelley skeptically eyed his companion. "Well I don't see it."
"If so, it's because you're not looking," sighed David. "Evolution is no more than the simple process of something developing through a progressive series of contributing steps. One act causes something and, in turn, that something causes something else. That is all evolution means. It isn't any one theory put together by any individual. Now, don't tell me you've never experienced such events."
"Sure, that I have, but what about divine creation? Isn't that something else?"
"No, it isn't," David responded. "Evolution does not deny creation. It just doesn't go along with the instant-zap myths. Those, like the flat world notion, merely are products of naive primitive minds. After all, if everything we see around us develops in consistent evolutionary patterns, why shouldn't we accept those patterns of development as the normal processes of life? Why invent an implausible instant creation when all our experiences support the idea that the universe functions based on a progressive chain of distinct causes and effects? In fact, that is the nature of life as we experience it."
"But what about cataclysms or disasters?" Shelley challenged. "Those interrupt the normal progressive chain of events."
"Not in the sense of an action derived from a contributing cause," David countered. "Even a nova that catastrophically alters a star and its planetary system is a product of an underlying sequence of cause and effect; thus, is an evolutionary process. Within the cosmos, everything proceeds from a previously existing something that, itself, evolves from a prior something else."
Shelley nodded. "I guess I can't argue with that. Nothing in life just pops out of nowhere. Everything grows out of other things. So there's no reason to assume that at some point things just zapped into existence, at least not if you accept the premise of an eternal cosmos. Existence would be a chronological sequence of events."
David smiled in agreement. "That's why I like to picture the cosmos as an ever-existing ocean. It gives evolution a much more concrete form. I see things developing like waves on that ocean. Each rises out of the overall activity of cosmic energies, survives for a while in a particular gradually changing form, and then resettles after a while into the main body of that ocean. That makes the processes of existence more understandable and acceptable. Every material thing comes from, and eventually returns to, the source."
"That's kind of poetic," Shelley grinned. "It makes God immediate and not some remote deity. We're in the middle of creation, watching the perpetual development of God."
"Spoken like a cosmic pantheist," David observed. "Then you accept that as an answer to the question, where did we come from."
Shelley nodded. "Okay, we evolved as a part of God's ongoing creation."
"Fine," David said, "that also answers the next question, why do we exist? We exist because the cosmos exists. We are because it is, and because, in the course of cosmic events, we were an inevitable outcome."
"You mean our existence was foreordained?"
"Not really by foreordained design but more by natural circumstance. Because of the relationship between cause and effect, the events that preceded our existence invariably caused us to be. Humanity evolved in the course of cosmic development just as the tree matures from the seed."
"What about consciousness?" Shelley asked. "Aren't we different from other things?"
"Different but not unique," David replied. "Consciousness is a native product of cosmic activity. It's a latent quality that also evolves."
"Say what?"
"It's basic to the cosmos and it evolves," David repeated. "You see, consciousness is not an exclusive human trait. It exists in various forms throughout the universe. In our particular corner of the cosmos, we have a wealth of overtly conscious entities, most radically different from ourselves."
"You mean, like animals and other living things," Shelley suggested.
"Those and more," David declared. "Even a single-cell amoeba demonstrates consciousness. It is aware of its environment; recognizes and takes evasive action to avoid predators; and, identifies and pursues the prey it uses for food."
"But that is instinctive behavior," Shelley protested.
"So are the bulk of what we do with our multibillion cell brains," David countered. "Besides, calling it instinctive behavior is a cop-out. It's a catchall phrase for things we otherwise choose not to try to explain."
Shelley shrugged. "So an amoeba has consciousness. So what?"
"So that fact demonstrates that the root of consciousness rests within the essence of material things - within the basic activity of the cosmos. Therefore, it inevitably leads to the development of a rational mind. Ergo, humanity evolved."
"But for what purpose?" Shelley asked.
"For whatever purpose we choose," David replied. "The concept of purpose is an invented human notion. We feel the need to be living for a particular reason and, because it is a personal need, we are free to select our own methods of fulfilling that need. Just as we are free to select the means to fulfill all our other needs. Survival incurs needs, and the existence of needs incurs a desire for fulfillment. As rational beings, we project that desire beyond the realm of the fulfillment of physical needs and create a need for purpose. Therefore, since we created that need for purpose, we also can create the purpose to fulfill that need."
"But what about our divine purpose?" Shelley insisted. "What's our role in the universe as a whole?"
"The same as every other facet of the cosmos. We are a necessary part of the immediate cosmic scene. Like a dab of oil upon a canvas, our personal existence adds that necessary touch to the living portrait of the universe in which we exist. You might call that our divine purpose. However, on the practical side, we are free agents when it comes to selecting a particular goal for our lives."
As David paused, Shelley silently gazed off into the distance, quietly reviewing his companion's words. After several moments of intense contemplation, he again turned to his friend.
"The cosmos is and does," he said flatly. "And, because it is, we are. It evolves thus we evolved. That's a good summation of the first four questions. Right?"
David nodded. "Right."
"But how about the most important one? What happens to us after we die?"
"You're right about that, too," conceded David. "That seems to be the most important one for a lot of people."
"So," Shelley pressed. "Where do we go when we die?"
"Nowhere," David replied. "As I see it, we remain as a part of the cosmos, recycling along with everything else."
"Recycling!" Shelley rasped. "What are we, some sort of aluminum cans?"
"Hey, that's not a bad parallel," his companion laughed. "You could say that the human form is a kind of container that holds together the unique something you call, you. When you die, that container recycles. Like a wave in the ocean, your realness settles back into the cosmic sea. Anyway, why should that worry you? You've been doing that all of your life."
"Doing what?"
"Recycling. From birth, your body has continually been dissolving and rejoining the cosmic environment, replacing itself with other aspects of the cosmic realm."
"You mean I've been dying all of my life."
"Both dying and being reborn. In fact, the you that existed at birth is mostly gone. It has been replaced by a succession of newer yous."
"Are you talking about body cell destruction and regeneration?"
"Partly. However, there's a lot more to it than just that. You see, if you get down to the level of atomic sub-particles, you'll discover that you're constantly exchanging the components of your being with everything else around you. Therefore, in reality, you're continually recycling, changing from a specific this to a specific that. Throughout the process, the 'essential you' has continued, even if you weren't aware of the change."
Shelley grimaced. "Okay, so my body is continually recycling. But how about when I bite the big one? What happens to that inside thing I call me?"
David plaintively shrugged. "Don't know. I mean, I can't describe existence after death any more than I can describe existence before birth. I just know that I did not simply pop out of nowhere and that I'm not going to suddenly disappear. Things simply don't happen that way in the universe. Anyway, why are you so concerned about it? Is it all that important?"
"Is it important?" Shelley gasped. "Of course it is important! It's the most important thing in life!"
"Not in my life," David declared. "The way I look at it, I really never worry about what I was before I was born. Therefore, why should I worry about who, what, or where I'll be after I die? From my perspective of life, I've always been a part of the cosmos and a part of that cosmos I'll always remain. Hey, that makes me immortal! The rest you can leave up to your God."
"That's no kind of answer," Shelley hissed.
"Sure it is," David returned. "It's the same answer given by every religion. Have faith, dude. The Lord will provide. Isn't that what they all say?"
"Yes, but. . ."
"No buts about it," David interrupted. "No matter what you believe, the bottom line is, you'll never know for sure. All religious promises are based on faith. 'Trust in the Lord' are the historical religious buzzwords. So, fine, trust in a plausible cosmic presence."
An exasperated sigh hissed forth from Shelley's lips. "Okay then, what about all those things people say about the hereafter? You know things like heaven, hell and the like."
"Oh those! Speculations," David declared. "They're fascinating little myths invented by people with very little faith."
"How so?" an obviously annoyed Shelley asked.
David smiled. "Well, when people can't bring themselves around to placing their complete trust in cosmic providence, they invent fanciful stories to silence their fear of death. They grasp for some mental escape from that fear and their inventive minds oblige by generating the demanded illusions for that escape. It's a real shame. Too bad, they never bothered to understand the source of that fear."
"And what's that?"
"Defective thinking. That's the real cause of that so-called fear of death. People try to visualize something that's beyond the scope of their minds. I mean if you look at death as oblivion, as becoming completely nonexistent, the notion warps your mind. You try to picture yourself as an absolute nothing non-existing in a state of nothingness. Needless to say, you can't visualize such a concept. Thus, your mind rejects the attempt. It activates its survival mechanisms and reacts to the attempted impossible thought as it would to a real physical threat. Your adrenaline kicks in and starts your heart and lungs pumping, and you get that clammy feeling in the pit of your stomach, all of which causes your mind to seek some sort of escape. Viola! You arrive at your fear of death. Whether subtle or overt, that is the process of this act of defective thinking. You're not really afraid of dying, you merely generate the symptoms of fear by attempting to think about not being around after death."
Shelley nervously squirmed. "So, what's the answer? How do you cope with that?"
"Simple," David replied, "stop playing around with that nonsensical oblivion notion. Trust your experiences. Nothing in the universe ever really disappears. Things continue in some form or another. Therefore, don't waste your energies trying to imagine an absolute absence of your personal self. If you need to picture death, think of yourself as a wave on the ocean. You rose at birth in a particular shape, are traveling along constantly changing, and eventually will settle back into that ocean which gave you form. You existed within that ocean before you were born. Therefore, why should you fear returning after you die? The fear doesn't make much sense. You could put it this way. In God, you were, you are, and you always will be. Give your mind that realistically tangible image to play with and you can productively go about the business of living without the festering baggage of some mythological religious trip. And, if that is not enough, fantasize your own after death image within the concept of an ever-present infinite cosmos. However, keep that image to yourself."
"Why?" Shelley asked.
David grinned. "Because, if you don't and go blabbing it about, you'll soon find a train of people dogging your footsteps and crying out, Oh master, tell us more!"
"Then I could be the new prophet," Shelley snickered.
David scowled. "That kind of a prophet generally becomes a loss to the well-being of the world. Keep your revelations on a practical level and leave the rest up to cosmic providence. It's a faith with which your rational mind can live without having to swallow a raft of illogical myths."
"I guess you're right," Shelley conceded, a bit more reassured. "Since the whole thing is beyond our control anyway, I suppose we might as well leave the whole business of the hereafter up to God."
"Why not?" David replied. "Your god has treated you fairly well up to this point."
"Yes, I guess that true. Only. . ."
"Only what?"
"Only what about those things other people claim? Things like they saw visions of heaven and things like that?"
"Treat those as you would any other sort of claim. Remember that the human mind is quite an inventive instrument, especially in crises or under the stress of emotional trauma or fear. Some hallucinations, evolved like dreams, penetrate into the deepest levels of your mind. Thus, they can appear to possess an undeniable reality. Even the most well-meaning, honest individual can fall victim to such illusions that seem to possess the fabric of the real. Therefore, I'd be skeptical about those things that others claim, but which are not supported by your own personal experiences. After all, for every prophet who has claimed to have seen a god, angels or heaven, there have been at least one another who have claimed to have seen aliens from space or the like. Most of them were honest, sincere individuals, totally convinced of the validity of their claims. If you accept one, why not the other? Why not set out token offerings of food in friendship for those extraterrestrial visitors?"
"I get the message," Shelley said. "If I don't work myself into a sweat over an invasion of green men from Mars, I shouldn't get my mind in an uproar over those other claims, right?"
"Correct. You don't need someone else's alleged divine commandments because the cosmos has given each of us the complete fundamentals of human behavior as a sort of package deal. It comes as standard equipment with the human body."
"It does?"
"Of course. For the lack of a better name, you could call it genetic programming. Your operational mechanisms are preset to instinctively attract experiences that benefit your existence and to reject and avoid those that are harmful to your personal life. What else would you call that programming except divine direction?"
"But that's just the ordinary workings of the human mind and body," Shelley exclaimed.
David sighed. "What did you expect? Gothic inscriptions etched in stone."
"Of course not," Shelley replied, "but I've always figured that divine commandments would be something special, not just a routine part of life."
"Don't feel bad. Religions over the past thousand years have hammered that notion into quite a few minds. However, that's all it is - an inherited notion, unsupported by any measure of fact. In reality, everything you need in life exists within the boundaries of that entity you identify as your being. However, be careful. Be sure that you're dealing with your own intuitive sense of self and not with the dogmas someone else has drummed into your mind."
"What do you mean?"
"I mean each of us possesses two basic consciences. One that stems from our own beings and one that develops from the notions we acquire from our encounters with others during the course of our lives. Quite often, these two consciences are in conflict. And, whenever that happens, you'd best be sure which you choose to follow."
"Why?"
"Because, even though codes of good and evil you acquire through your contact with others may seem more proper and accommodating, that which you evolve from your own inner self more than likely will prescribe that which is truly best for you. Your personal conscience, which arises from within you, is more often than not far superior to your social conscience."
"Social conscience?"
David nodded. "The one you develop from outside sources."
"You mean my social conscience is more likely to be screwed up than my personal conscience?"
David nodded. "Yes, personal consciences continually evolve with new experiences and circumstances. Social consciences tend to depend upon popular whim and be chauvinistic or reactionary. They rarely manage to keep up with evolving current events. Many cannibals have considered it their sacred duty to each the flesh of others because that was a part of their social conscience, propagated by their inherited myths. Yet, most of the world now finds that repugnant. So, if I were you, I'd not place too much stock in social consciences based upon other myths."
"So, in essence, you're saying that I should be the measure of my morality, not society," Shelley suggested.
"Definitely. Conforming to social mores often is declared one's divine duty. However, over the course of centuries, it has led to some of history's most outrageous atrocities, all promoted in the name of some god. Mindless pawns of the various so-called moralistic religions have perpetuated utterly heinous crimes. Given the track record of religious zealots, you'd best reevaluate their concepts of collective good."
Shelley concurred with a nod. "Almost every religion I've studied has a hideous past. Overall, millions were killed simply because they refused to conform."
"Precisely," David smiled. "That is why I've set all morals aside and decided to live an amoral life."
Shelley stiffened and stared wide-eyed at his friend. "You can't do that," he rasped.
"And why not?" David asked calmly.
"Because you can't live an immoral life," Shelley replied with a tinge of horror distorting his face.
David patiently sighed. "I said amoral, not immoral. An amoral person has a set of ethics by which he guides his actions and his life."
"Ethics are the same thing," Shelley sneered.
"Not by me," David countered. "Morals are codes set down by someone else. Thou shalt not do this; thou shalt not do that or some other thing. If you subscribe to them, you surrender control over your personal life. An ethic is something you personally decide is the proper thing to do, given the immediate circumstances. After all, you are the true guardian of your actions. Set up personal ethical codes if you like, but don't try to force them upon anyone else. More often than not, you'll find that there are quite a few others who will subscribe to the same ethics. Just don't go carving them in stone. Circumstances may change your perspective. When they do, allow your ethics to evolve."
Shelley fell silent for a moment, rubbing the back of his neck to stimulate his thoughts. Finally, he looked over at his companion and smiled. "You're right about morals. People bandy those about like there are eternal truths, set for all time. An evolving ethic seems to make more sense. It keeps up with the changing times."
"How profound," David chided. "Could you rephrase that in a sentence beginning with the word I? Abstract concepts get little mileage in life."
Shelley mildly frowned but acquiesced. "I should base the things I do upon my own inner sense of propriety and not upon a preconceived notion which may be popular in the society in which I exist."
"Much better," David smiled. "Every moment of every day presents its own unique set of circumstances and you must base your living decisions on that ever-changing reality. Moreover, because it is an ever-changing reality, the only one competent to make those decisions is the ever-changing inner you. Social standards should be used solely for comparison. They should be the personal consciences of all the individuals in the society averaged out to form some sort of social norm. However, the decisions you arrive at should be yours alone, developed from your own personal point of view."
"But isn't there some sort of general rule to go by?" Shelley asked. "I mean isn't there something that makes a thing inherently right or wrong?"
"Yes, there's a general rule to live by and, no, there isn't anything which makes anything inherently right or wrong. The general rule of thumb is: it should genuinely benefit your overall existence. Stick with that idea of true or real benefit, and you'll automatically program your mind to follow the most advantageous course. However, seek your overall benefit, not just the fulfillment of some immediate fancy or momentary need. On the other hand, don't bother looking for any cosmic goods and evils. I'm sorry, but those simply do not exist."
"They don't?"
"No," David affirmed. "Good and evil strictly are personal value judgments, made exclusively from an individual point of view. For instance, it is good for you to eat fish and bad to be eaten by a tiger. However, being eaten by you is obviously bad for the fish, and the tiger probably would consider you a good human steak. In either case, the value of the act is relative to the individual participant. Each views its merits or demerits from its own self-interests. In essence, good is good and evil is evil only as it relates to you, personally and as a species."
"What about when it involves someone else?" asked Shelley.
"What about it?"
"Well, you could personally benefit from something that really is bad for someone else. So you don't do it and call it evil because of that effect on someone else. Doesn't that shoot down the personal benefit argument?"
"Not at all. What you've just described is an extension of personal benefit. It is a judgment based on empathy. You're putting yourself in that other person's shoes. You don't do that thing because you identify with that person's feelings or existence, and that identification, in fact, makes you feel as that other person would. Thus, doing that supposedly evil act to that person would be, within the realm of your mind, doing it to yourself and, as you seek your benefit, you avoid that act. That is the part of genetic programming that evolves in all social animals, including the most obstinate of the planet, humankind. On the rational side, you don't do some things because, if everybody did those things, it ultimately would be done to you. That's why we outlaw such things as murder, rape, theft and the like. However, whether from empathy or reason, it still boils down to self interest, personal or collective, and not from an alleged divine good."
"But doesn't God have a vested interested in our behavior?"
"No," David declared. "The cosmos continues to evolve no matter what we do. In fact, this planet could self-destruct and the cosmos would go on, uninterrupted, endlessly active, eternally generating an unlimited array of natural forms."
Shelley frowned. "I thought we were supposed to live our lives to please God."
David patiently shook his head. "That is simply another crock of pseudo-religious bunk. It's generally the lever religions use to enforce their dogmas and commands. First, pleasure and displeasure are patently material emotions, applicable specifically to particular types of material forms. The cosmos isn't limited by such material mechanisms. Therefore, it cannot be pleased or displeased by our acts. It simply exists and continues to exist no matter how we behave."
"But, if we are a part of the cosmos, it has to be affected by the way we act. Why doesn't that evolve cosmic rights and wrongs?"
"It doesn't," David insisted. "Sure, our behavior changes the pattern of cosmic events for all eternity by setting forth an unending chain reaction of evolving effects. However, so does the behavior of everything else. Change, in itself, is the cosmic operational norm. It's the cosmic modus operandi. Things always alter in one way or another as they evolve without diminishing cosmic existence. All they do is generate a this type instead of a that type of a result. Each is merely another cosmic event. Therefore, in reality, our behavior is neutral in the cosmic perspective. It is neither cosmically good nor cosmically bad. After all, if a seed fails to take root or if a bird's egg breaks before hatching, the universe doesn't come to a screeching halt, does it?"
"No, of course not," Shelley replied.
"Well then," David continued, "why should our actions be so different? What makes us more special than that seed or egg in the cosmic perspective?"
Shelley stared at his companion for several moments. "Nothing, cosmically speaking," he muttered faintly with a shrug. "I guess there's no logical reason to believe that the old cosmic ocean would be bent out of shape by the ripples we caused."
"Precisely," David agreed. "Reality must be considered in the cosmic sense and not from our little egotistical points of view. After all, look where our moral egotism has led us. On the one hand, religions make a major production over how God worries about how and when we tiny creatures on this small pebble in a massive universe fulfill our sexual desires. On the other, they claim that God sanctions wars that kill and maim hundreds of thousands of our kind. That is the same deformed reasoning that has permitted the leadership of other major religions to put millions of their fellow humans to death, often through grotesque torture. No thank you. I'll have no part of that perspective of morality. I'd rather place my faith in the attributes instilled within my own being by the process of birth."
"No argument there," Shelley concurred. "For the most part, religions have led to bloodbaths. Christianity nearly wiped out half of Europe trying to stomp out evil from the perspective of a distorted religious point of view. That type of so-called divine directives has done more damage to humanity than the basic instincts it has sought to subdue. Not even the animals in the jungle have been so vicious to their own kind. At least, animals kill mostly to survive."
David nodded in agreement. "Human instincts aren't all that bad. After all, empathy, concern, compassion and many other finer human qualities are products of instinctive behavior. In fact, they are qualities demonstrated by much of the animal world. Look at the way a lioness cares for her cub or the wolf pack cooperates and protects one another. Or, the way a dolphin will attempt to aid a human in distress. Why shouldn't we honor those characteristics? Why should we deny our basic human selves?"
As he paused, David noted that the concurring smile had suddenly vanished from his companion's face. "What's wrong?" he asked. "Did something I said strike a sour note?"
"Sort of," Shelley responded. "I get the uneasy feeling that this naturalistic approach ultimately revives the 'survival of the fittest' bit. After all, isn't that the functioning mode of the animal world?"
"No it isn't," David declared. "Nature isn't based on the survival of the fittest. That simply is another unfounded popular myth. In reality, Nature is based upon the survival of the fit! Sure, it decrees that each of us must be strong in order to remain alive. However, in Nature, strength is a relative quality. It is no more than possessing the ability to recognize your personal living needs and to fulfill those needs without any destructive delay. Therefore, in practice, you're not engaged in a deadly competition with any other living creature, but engaged in the practical act of being aware of, and providing for, yourself. That is the reality of Nature's demand upon our beings. It is no more than a mandate for an educated self concern."
A questioning frown crept across the other man's brow. "That sounds a bit selfish. I mean, for me to make my own self interests my primary concern."
"Not at all," David countered. "Honest self concern is never selfish, at least, not in the negative sense of the word. However, whether you like it or not, self concern is the actual motivation for every living thing in the universe, human or otherwise."
"What about people like Albert Swietzer or Mother Theresa? They devoted their lives to others. How can that be self interest?"
"It is," David said. "They did what they did for the inherent sense of fulfillment and accomplishment they derived. They benefited from their acts of physical self-sacrifice and, in reality, that benefit, that self-interest, motivated them to do the things they did. Not all self-interest is materially tangible. We act to benefit our existences, as we perceive that benefit. No matter who or what, we act based upon self concern."
"That still makes it sound selfish, in the negative sense," Shelley insisted.
"Self-caring," David corrected him. "Seeking the beneficial is the fundamental motivation of Nature. Whether that search is beneficial or harmful to others depends entirely upon how we view ourselves in the panorama of the cosmic whole. If we see ourselves as isolated, separate entities, we will act to the detriment of others. However, if we view ourselves realistically, as a part of a unified cosmic whole, our personal benefit will be integrated with the extended benefit of that whole."
"Fine," Shelley countered. "But that still reduces life to self preservation."
"Not really. Existence is more than simple survival. Sure, we deal in self-preservation. It's a basic guide that keeps us alive. Don't starve, don't thirst, and don't encounter any other drastic deprivations. All of that is an integral part of life. However, living is a progressive endeavor. It's a time for growth and development, not merely prevention. After all, evolution is the mode of cosmic existence and to evolve means development and growth."
"Yeah, but why develop?"
"Because that is adaptation. You make positive constructive changes during the course of life. If you do not, ultimately, you no longer survive."
Shelley pensively stared at David for several moments before again speaking. "Alright, I agree with this self based living in theory. However, I don't think it works very well in practice."
"Why not?" David asked.
"Because a society needs some sort of general sense of order and, if everyone followed their own dictates of mind, you'd have anarchy. You need general rules of conduct for any social group."
"Therefore, establish some."
Shelley suspiciously eyed his companion. "But that contradicts your perspective. Such rules take responsibility for personal behavior out of the hands of the individual and relegate it to the state."
"No they do not," David sighed. "They simply reflect the majority view. The individual still bears the responsibility to decide whether to abide by those rules or to choose to disobey them."
"But society's rules must be enforced to be effective. And, if there's a penalty attached for disobedience, that eliminates the individual's option to follow his own judgment of right and wrong. If you disobey, you get zapped by society. So, where's the element of choice?"
David again sighed. "Penalties do not alter the situation. The individual must be guided by personal choice. He must abide by the dictates of his own inner being, even if doing so brings down the wrath of society upon his head. That has been the spark for civil disobedience and revolution throughout the centuries. It is the essence of the individual's cosmic right to disobey and rebel. Ideally, a society should be no more than an arbitrator of conflicting individual interests, and never the purveyor of alleged universal moral codes. It shouldn't interfere in its members' lifestyles except to protect the rights and freedom of its members from infringement by others and especially from infringement by the overall social group. However, no matter how the society is constituted, freedom of choice in behavior is an endowed human right. It is integral to our inbred natures. We must exercise the option: conform to social rules or disobey."
Shelley passively nodded in agreement. "Okay, then I take it you have no objection to societies establishing laws."
"None when it comes to deciding which side of the street to drive on or other obviously practical codes. However, I take issue with any attempt to dictate personal behavior where that behavior does not infringe upon another individual's rights or life. That's the point where I draw the line. I'd prefer to endure a little chaos than to have order at the cost of my personal freedom of choice. Someone once said: a society governs best when it governs least. I think that should be a mandated rule of thumb for any social group, governmental or otherwise."
"I do to," Shelley concurred. "I can tolerate a lot of things, but not someone telling me how to run my own life."
"That's the best incentive for seeking self awareness," injected David. "The more in touch with your true being you become, the less opportunity there is for others to dictate the things you should or should not do."
"How so?" Shelley asked.
"How? Because self-awareness breeds confidence in your own personally evolved values. It endows a sense of self commitment which insures that you will hold true to those things in which you believe."
"So I guess that brings us back to your basic commandment, know thyself."
"Yep," David agreed, "you've got all of the bases covered if you follow that one simple rule." He paused then nodded at an inner thought. "You might also add, to thine own self be true."
With a nod of implied agreement, Shelley settled back against the fallen tree upon which his companion sat. "So does that sum up all of your thou-shalt-dos?"
"I'd say so. That should give you more than enough to do for now." David paused and squinted at his reclining friend, then added. "Except. . ."
"Except what?" Shelley asked.
"Except, in your case, I think I should add one more thou shalt do."
Shelley craned his neck to stare up at David. "And what's that?"
"Thou shalt quit goofing off and go back to your cabin to finish your class assignment," David laughed. "I believe we've said enough on the subject of religion for now."
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