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We often recognize, in the eddies and streams of our earthbound experience, larger patterns of the universe. 

The smallest experiences are a kind of a map to extraordinary, timeless, places, utterly beyond, yet entirely within, our reach.  

This morning Ken and I would like to explore with you how we might follow an often overlooked path, which despite its simplicity, leads right out into the ineffable, into the quality of a large, perfectly formed whole, of which, we are a safely integrated part.

How do we over look such an easy practice that yields such sought after benefits? It’s a question of perception. We forget that outside of us, is one big oscillating soup, because we take for granted what is inside of us. Inside, there are beautifully nested perceptions, perceptions of an orderly world. We believe our perception tells us what is. The fact is, we move through the world equipped with only a memory of ‘what’ has happened before and a prediction and an expectation of  ‘what’ is likely to happen next. Within a fraction of a second of having any experience, before there is time to be aware, our brain has sifted through a staggering quantity of stuff. Our mind has rejected, ignored, selected, and extracted, what we are to become aware of. We become aware of what matches our expectations. Our minds construct synchronized and ordered meaning. 

The secret to our capacity is this: for every delicate neural pathway bringing information from our senses up to our mind, there are 10 neural pathways, leading from our mind back down to our senses, modulating the incoming information.We literally alter what we experience and make it conform to what we know, without knowing we’re doing it. So, it’s not difficult to see why we might overlook A practice we engaged in as children, a practice of focusing attentively on what’s out there. Because, we have little use for what’s out there, as knowledgeable and productive adults.

How did that happen? We grew up to be knowledgeable adults who don’t see? It turns out that  ‘knowledge’ and ‘seeing’ are in some ways antithetical to one another. Over thousands of years we’ve evolved two distinct ways of making sense what comes in through our senses. One way is known as the ‘what’ path and the other way is known as the ‘where’ path.

The purpose of the ‘what’ pathway is clear. It’s rapidly and instinctively deployed to identify ‘what’ is out there so we can run. It’s efficient and life saving, but it asserts ‘what’ is out there, only from memory. And, once that important task is done, our mind’s doesn’t focus on seeing. It focuses on a reaction. Because in evolution, it was better to be wrong than be slow.

But there is the other path. Often without knowing it, artists, musicians, and poets train themselves to follow this other way. This is the ‘where’ path. And try as we might to train our children to identify the dog, or the train, or the tree, they still spend hours just exploring and observing. Until they grow a little older and we prevail upon them to stop seeing and to just label things for ‘what’ they are.

Dates and facts and identifying seem so very important. The ‘where’ pathway leads to full engagement, and full attention, it does not lead to that part of the mind that concludes, reacts, or identifies. It leads to engaging all our senses because we aren’t sure of what’s there. Our ‘where’ path of perception keeps us prepared and open, without predictions or goals. The ‘where’ is multiple, it integrates ambiguity and complexity. 

Rabbi Heschel, a leader in pluralist thought writes: “Part company with preconceived notions, suppress your learning to reiterate and to know in advance of seeing, try to see the world for the first time with your eyes not dimmed by memory or volition.”

For serious, responsible, on time, productive adult it’s difficult to part company with the preconceived. The pre-conceived is a body of knowledge, which has been passed down to us. Is it really any wonder that we don’t take the time to suppress our learning that we don’t truly look at the details of what life brings into our life?

But if we did bring ourselves into a state of mind where we were submerged in observation, where we were focused on the forms, the colors, the configurations, the markings and the patterns evident in the small miracles, the fruits, the leaves, the branches, and the rock, which pass everyday through our hands, under or rakes, and between our toes. If we did, we’d been ‘paying attention.’

The chemistry of attention is a beautiful thing. When we pay close attention, when we engage in tracking, tracking an edge, tracing the diffusion of hues, following the flow of a pattern, when we pay attention, we are unconsciously directing a tiny neural coalition, to remain connected to the world, connected at one penetrating point.

That infinitesimally small bit of mind takes on all your competing thoughts all distracting sights and sounds with a special inhibiting chemistry which disarms the competition so you are free to float in that rapt state.

Simone Weil, a contemporary French Atheist theologian writes: “The profoundly focused attention which a child pays to her play, is the attitude of prayerfulness.”

And Rabi Heschel writes, “Wonder, or radical amazement, is a prerequisite for authentic awareness of that which is…..wonder is a state of mind in which you do not look at reality through the lattice work of our memorized knowledge; 

Instead, nothing can be taken for granted. Spiritually, we cannot live by merely reiterating borrowed or inherited knowledge….each thing is a surprise being unbelievable.”

The child who is intently focused is engaging her wonder, her amazement, entire power of observation through the ‘where’ pathway. It makes playing for hours with no particular goal, a fascinating activity. It allows us to listen carefully to every word of what someone is saying to us, without concluding that we already know what will be said.

The ‘where’ path permits us to track the movement of notes in a song even if we don’t know the melody. It sees how the parts fit into the whole, it perceives relationships, it builds systems, and it constructs the gist. From all this exposure, the human mind does what is so capable of. It may be that we are unique in this ability. We distill the essence of our experiences into scale-less, timeless, qualities. Qualities, which are free of any one particular object, but common to many.

And because the universe follows the same rules, everywhere, our delicate perceptual kernels, are seeds of understanding. Those seeds reside in us as abstractions and we recognize them in vast events that we can never touch.

We hold these seeds like stars in the pockets of our mind. And sometimes, when we most need them, they rush out before us into the unknown, into the disappointing, or the frightening, with recognition, in a way that is overwhelming, reassuring, and humanizing. They give rise to a sense of safety and connectedness beyond this time and beyond this place.

William James explores this phenomenon in his book The Varieties of Religious Experience. He says that a religious experience is not associated with an institution 

or even a religion. It is personal, and it arises from the ground of your being. It over takes you with a sense that the whole fabric of life; is shot through with something you can understand. It is a state of inclusiveness, which fills you with the knowledge that all things are firmly connected; nothing that happens can remove you from the order of the universe. It leaves in its wake, a benevolent and positive feeling toward your fellow man and an emotional capacity to view all difficulties in the context of the larger whole.

What we are learning from science we could learn from our children, from artist, musician, from poets, and no doubt, from our own joyful, deeply reverent, attentive observation of the world. Our attentive engagement with the smallest experience is the key to holding the largest of them. 

Prayer

Spirit of life, move through us, through our senses, our understanding, in such a way that we may surrender ourselves to a sense of the whole, out of which, we can never step, not matter how far we travel.

