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The following represents the four 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.
Shelley sought out David at the latter's usual morning resting place off the path not far from his own cabin. Upon approaching, he pressed his index finger to his forehead in a casual salute. "Hi, I thought I'd come out and sit a while. I'm getting cabin fever buried in all those books."
David smiled. "Be my guest. How are your studies going?"
"Dragging," Shelley replied. "I'm groping my way through Descartes for my philosophy class. I think, therefore I am . . . bored out of my gourd."
His companion chuckled. "I take it you haven't much love for old philosopher Rene."
"Oh him, I don't mind. It's all those endless commentaries on his life and viewpoint that drives me up the wall. Sometimes, I wonder why I'm taking the dumb class to begin with. Everybody I read about seems to have a different slant on life. I'm to the state where I believe nobody knows anything for sure about anything. So why bother?"
"To stimulate your own mind," David suggested. "You read all those differing opinions, not for the purpose of discovering the real eternal truth, but to spur your own mind into forming an opinion of its own."
"Well if that's the reason, then I know shouldn't bother. I've already formed an opinion. I'm bored with philosophy and all of the garbage I have to read for the dumb class."
David feigned a scowl. "That wasn't the sort of opinion I meant. Those books should stimulate your mind to evolve some practical concepts, like personal values or ideals."
The other man pressed his buttocks against the fallen tree stump and slid to a seat next to David.
"Eh, who needs it?" he sighed. "Philosophy is just religion in disguise except instead of just saying believe this, they use elaborate words to supposedly prove the truth of their statements. It's all guesswork. Nobody knows or proves anything for sure."
"Maybe. However, at least philosophy bases itself upon experience and that is the foundation of all thought."
"Yes, but thought is intangible. It's not like the things we can see or feel."
"I disagree," David countered. "Thought is tangible."
"Say what?"
"Sure, all thought arise within the realm of the physical. It's made up of sensory experiences that we remember and, through the processes of mind, reorganize to suit our needs. Therefore, although our thoughts may seem to have their own misty magical existence, they're essentially tangible and natural, and an intrinsic part of the material world."
Shelley raised a skeptical brow. "What makes you so sure?"
"The fact that every thought is phrased in terms of physical experience. I mean try to think of something without using images of sight, sound, or other material impressions. Even your so-called abstract ideas are encased in the media of the material realm."
"Sure that's true," Shelley tentatively agreed. "However, thought seems more mystical than ordinary material things."
David nodded. "Of course. You can't hold out a thought and look at it or touch it the way you do ordinary tangible things. However, that doesn't make it a separate eerie entity. It's no more than a rehash of the physical experiences you absorb - no more than reorganized bits of physical experience you reactivate from memory and reuse."
A squint of concentration narrowed Shelley's eyes. "Then that makes everything we phrase in thought material."
"It does," David agreed.
"What about spirit or soul?" Shelley countered. "How are those material concepts?"
"Simple," David smiled. "Because they are composed of elements of material experience. For instance, take the word, spirit. It's a word - an experience of sound and sight. Secondly, the use of that word brings specific material images to mind. You mentally may see the word as a shimmering glow of light, or as a wispy white cloudlike apparition, or even feel it as a physical sensation. However, regardless of your own personal mental image, the word evokes remembered material experiences of some type. Therefore, the concept of spirit has a tangible material value. It may dredge up different experiences in everyone, but none of those experiences are divorced from the material realm."
"None?"
"None. Like I said, try to think without using any of the sensations you perceive within the bounds of your physical being. It can't be done."
Shelley absently chewed on his lower lip as he assessed his companion's words. "That's really weird," he finally muttered. "You're right."
"Weird that I'm right?" asked David, jokingly.
"No," Shelley scowled, "weird that I can't think of anything I can't trace back to some physical experience. Everything I hash over in my mind is made up of bits and pieces of physical experience."
"Right," David agreed. "It may seem strange, I mean, since traditionally we're used to giving thought some unearthly significance of its own. However, think about it. Thought is a product of a material apparatus, the human brain. That material brain functions on material experiences fed to it from the external material realm. Therefore, why should thought be less material?"
"What about the extrasensory or supernaturals?" Shelley asked. "Those could be influences on thought that isn't material."
"I'm afraid not," David disagreed. "The things people call extrasensory or supernatural are really material in essence. You see, we sense all of the cosmos in some way because we interact with that cosmic whole. However, a good portion of that cosmic experience is not tangible in terms of our overt senses. Our eyes, our ears, nose, tongue, and the nerve endings in our skin that gives us sensations of touch, heat, pain and pressure comprise only a fraction of the material experiences fed to our brain. In terms of those overt physical experience inputs, some portion of the cosmos is extrasensory. Yet, because we materially interact with that portion of the non-sensory, it is a part of the tangible sensations of our beings."
"Then there's nothing beyond the material realm," Shelley injected.
"Nothing beyond the cosmos," David corrected. "You see, the cosmos is more than the overt experiences our physical senses perceive. It is an existing presence whose activity instigates a broad range of material experiences just as the activity of an ocean causes multiple currents to exist within its depths. Experience is movement within the cosmos that affects the activity of our beings in many different ways. And, since it affects our physical beings, our experiences of its activity are just as physical."
Shelley paused in thought for a moment.
"Okay, if everything's a material experience, what about interstellar space. I mean it's not material."
"From our perspective, it is," David insisted. "What you term nothingness or interstellar space is sensed."
"Say what?" Shelley rasped.
"Sure you view it as a region where things don't exist but that, in itself, is a physical experience. In other words, interstellar space is experienced as a contrast between tangible matter and the absence of tangible matter. Both are physical perceptions. For example, you see the night stars and the absence of stars. Two separate experiences of sight."
A slight shudder ran its course through Shelley's body. "That's a mind bender. We see nothing because it's somewhere where a something does not exist. And because we can see that nothing, that makes that nothing a something."
David laughed. "The only thing that bending that mind of yours is your little game of words. Try this. Interstellar space is a place where no sensually tangible matter exists. Is that a little easier to digest?"
Shelley nodded. "I guess you're right. The contradiction between the words, nothing and something, is the real confusion. The idea of space being tangible in the sense of being a contrast in sense experience is not all that hard to grasp."
"Great," David congratulated. "All our sense experience depends upon contrasts. We see light because it appears different from darkness and we see darkness because it differs from light. If we existed in darkness alone, we'd never develop an awareness of its existence. There would be nothing with which our minds could compare it to. It would be even more intangible than the ocean of air we live in but pay very little mind. In fact, aside from clouds or vapor, the earth's corona of air really becomes visible only from outer space."
A perplexed wrinkle rippled across Shelley's brow. "But what about our values?"
"What about them?" David asked.
"Well, you said nothing is separated from material experience. What about things like, for instance, love?"
"I said, our thoughts weren't separate from material experience," David corrected. "Anyway, love is a feeling generated within our bodies as a tangible experience."
"No, I mean love, not in the sense of lust, but like in brotherly love."
David shrugged. "That's still a tangible material experience. It's a feeling like all the rest. It is generated within our bodies and perceived by our minds. If you turn off those physical sensations and memories of those physical sensations, you feel nothing at all. In fact, the way you express the thought proves the point. You say and mean you feel love. Why try to make it out to be such a mysterious entity? Anyway, what's wrong with thoughts or values being material?"
Shelley pursed his lips and shifted them aside, distorting his facial features. "I don't know. It could be some ego trip. The material seems so damn transient. Maybe we just want something to last forever."
"Something does," David returned. "The essence of everything is forever. Only material appearances begin and end. So why the need for creating illusions of intangible or supernatural somethings? Why not deal with an eternal wholly natural cosmic realm?"
"I guess that's the product of our religious heritage," Shelley replied. "Every doctrine seems to insist that we're separate from Nature, that we have a higher reality, and should rise above natural things."
David shook his head in disagreement. "Not every doctrine. Only those doctrines that have evolved an anti-life point of view. They're the ones that feed on petty ego trips. You see, in the past, religion was natural science with a single immediate purpose, to support the human condition on Earth. Primitives began that science with potions and rituals to cure ills or ward off disaster. However, as the science grew, it became enwrapped in its own ignorance and mythology, and lost sight of its initial purpose. Beliefs lingered beyond the practical benefits those beliefs once imparted - beyond the birth of our understanding of the natural realm - until it became no longer considered as science but as an obligatory master of the human mind. In fact, for a long while, in western cultures, it has been the antithesis of science. It has become the adversary of our acceptance of much more understandable natural realm. As such, traditional religions have lost all of its relevance in modern society, and have become archaic fantasies to which people turn for escape from the external world."
"Then what?" Shelley asked. "Should religion be taken back to its original purpose?"
"Indeed yes," David replied.
"How?"
"By making our religious perspectives the foundation for all that we call natural. It should be the unifying fundamental premise from which all of our branches of science evolve."
A perplexed frown creased Shelley's brow. "But how can that be? None of the religions I know of has any grain of scientific fact in their doctrines."
"So, why not adopt a different view?" David suggested.
"Such as?"
"The concept of Esse," David replied. "It accommodates a sort of pantheism wherein the cosmos is the end-all existence – infinite and eternal and, for that matter, the creator and sustainer of the material realm. That fulfills the requirements of being divine."
"You mean it is God," Shelley offered warily.
Sure, when you consider that the three-letter word really means 'ultimate cause'. Rationally, the cosmos fits that definition far better than those offered by traditional myths. You can call it science or religion as you like. Either way, it concentrates our minds on the here-and-now and leaves all concerns about the hereafter in the hands of the cosmos. Ultimately, that the bottom line of true faith. Providence has endowed each of us with the ability to experience, to act, and to guide our actions based upon those experiences; and, the exercise of that threefold endowment is the full extent of our prerogatives and obligations in life. All else is the province of the cosmos. If you wish, all else is the prerogative of God."
Shelley heaved a prolonged sigh.
"I don't think I'll mention that in my philosophy class," he muttered.
"Why not?" David asked.
"Because, considering the religious viewpoints of the majority of my classmates, they'll probably take me out and burn me at the stake."
The End