Sept. 15/04

Over the past few years some good book recommendations have been put forth in this forum. And I am thinking of this in terms of Herb's challenge that we look closer at the issue of ethics which others of us feel we have been doing in terms of trying to understand better what it means to be human and live as human or humane.

But two of the more stimulating were Breech's The Silence of Jesus and Hawkin's Force versus Power. Stimulating because of how they looked at the primary humane value/emotion/behavior love. Both argue that love is not the sentimental passivism that was so notable in past ideologies/religions (i.e. 'turn the other cheek' which Patterson in The God of Jesus noted meant something entirely different that the common interpretation suggests). Love can robustly engage the dark side whether in relationships or on a larger scale (e.g. Lincoln going to war to free slaves). Or the Allies confronting Hitler and the Japanese.

I like especially the way Breech and Hawkins get to the underlying motivations for human behavior. Breech brings in Neitzsche's point that "it is always out of one's fundamental mood and instinct that situations are assessed and intentions are formed... one's conscious intentions, however moral or noble they may be, are merely masks for the forces that really drive one's activity and thought". He then notes that Christian pity (love as feeling sorry for others) has a vested interest in preventing people from being vitally alive because only when people suffer can pity be active. This emotion arises out of a fundamental hostility toward life. It negates the world and life.

This raises some thoughts and questions with me. Over much of human history that fundamental viewpoint that has influenced and shaped human consciousness has been that of Fall/apocalyptic. Sure, in pre-state times this was not yet formalized but its basic themes were there in the primitive mythologies. This viewpoint embodies fear, despair and the associated emotions/drives of aggression, dualism, opposition, and punishment/revenge. It is a payback orientation. 

This viewpoint differs from what, for lack of a better term, many are now referring to as the new universe story. Life as following a trajectory of improvement, development and advance. One feature in this story is the understanding that there is no fundamental separation or break or opposing cosmic dualism. And there is no cosmic punishment or payback to fear.

My question then- does not love operate more effectively out of this new viewpoint? Conversely, can love operate properly and freely out of a fundamental sense of separation and opposition?

With the human movement toward a more rational view of reality, it appears that we have been able to break free of the fundamental despair generated by ancient mythology. This break has encouraged a liberation of the human spirit from fear and this naturally enables a more liberated expression of love. We have less reason to be antagonistic toward 'enemies', because we have no fundamental enemies. 

And I don't mean the new universe story in terms of the past four centuries of the scientific movement. The early Greeks began to propose a new universalism of humanity (one family under one father). The Sumerians made breakthrough insights on loving and forgiving enemies. JBA presented the idea of a loving, caring Father, generous and forgiving. All these insights went to the root of fear and despair and thereby lessened the need for aggression and antagonism. It was all about a shift of consciousness toward hope and therefore a more free expression of love. The fundamental mood and instinct shifted with the emergence of the new universe story.

I see this working itself out in terms of the hero's quest which Campbell sort of (my paraphrase) expressed as conquering the animal in order to live as more humane. And yes, religion views this in a similar manner as conquering sin in order to live righteously, to be what we were intended to be.

I would argue however that the orientation to Fall/apocalyptic distorts ethics and actual behavior profoundly. If human response is oriented to a story/viewpoint that is based on fundamental inclusion, no separation or opposition (insider/outsider, sacred/profane) and no threat of punishment driving the endeavor to be better, then love is liberated to be genuine love.

But while viewing humanity as one, love is not prevented from dealing robustly with the dark side. Wendell Krossa
Sept. 15/04

Some more on this- Eliade, Nietzsche, Campbell, Jung, Hawkins and others all speak of the unconscious or subconscious and its influence on human thoughts and behavior. This subconscious is influenced basically an animal inheritance (amygdala and related structures) with its more base drives (fear, aggression) and by the more  human cortex with its impulses. These cortex impulses may come directly from a greater Consciousness but they are mediated through our cortex.

These subconscious drives/impulses influence us to create/adopt viewpoints that validate our lives. This is part of the ancient urge to replicate some greater reality/gods.

We hence create systems of meaning to explain reality and life and our own lives. Some systems of meaning are basically oriented to fear and despair with the associated responses of aggression and opposition. Others are more oriented to humane reality. 

Dozier showed how the amygdala influences the urge for meaning to create ideologies of hate. He argues that we need to compete in the marketplace of ideas with more human views such as the unity of all humanity. We need to create more humane systems of meaning.

Our systems of meaning orient our basic mood or instinct and hence influence our basic responses. Ideas, emotions and responses all reinforce one another in feedback loops. We have critical input into this process with the ideas and responses we choose over our lives.

So it is critical that we learn to discern animal drives from human impulses and then employ these to create systems of meaning that will reinforce more humane existence. We need to use such to create a general orientation for our lives, a basic mood or instinct whether it be hope or despair. This will inspire our motivations, desires, goals and responses. Wendell Krossa
Nov. 14/04

After reading Hawkins and others over the past month or so and in light of the struggle of life/love against hate/brutality and other nastiness that we all see too much of, I have been stimulated to think again about what motivates life.

In this regard I returned to Breech’s ‘The Silence Of Jesus’. Breech also deals with the greater power or Life behind human thought and behavior. He does this in his comments on JBA’s central theme of the Kingdom of God. He begins by noting the fundamental mood or instinct that orients our lives and which governs how we respond to life. This fundamental orientation can lead to a variety of responses that traditionally have been characterized as love, but which may actually not be life-affirming but may even be destructive of life.

In JBA we find this radically new teaching, this new orientation and way of responding. It is about the power or Life that liberates people from the constraints of the group in order to be freely and uniquely human. Interestingly, this liberated existence engenders hate and even violence from those who orient their identity to a group and submit to the rules of that group. The group people resent those who refuse to submit to the group control and here we face the mystery of evil in life. Is the liberty of those who refuse to be controlled, is this a form of threat to the identity of those in the group? Is the hate of the group members an expression of some survival response (a threat to identity is viewed as a threat to the self)?

As Breech notes, people orienting their identity to a group tend to denigrate the free ones. Their very freedom evokes the hate of those oriented to the group and engenders an impulse to impose violence. Freedom elicits such hate and violence. And let me say here that, while not yet becoming a Bush hugger, George Bush may be right in stating: “They hate us because of our freedom”.

All of this gets to the core of the kingdom of God message. It is not about a future, cosmic event. It is not about a political or social movement. It is not about transformation of the world or judgment. It is not about God intervening in history on behalf of his people. It is not apocalyptic.

Rather, it is a power that liberates people from tribal/group control in order to be free; to be spontaneously and uniquely human. It is liberation into a life as a free person. And this elicits hostility from the group.

Breech makes other related points about this kingdom of God. It is a power or Life that enables people to overcome the destructive drives that prevent us from responding as fully human. And as Breech notes, no one is excluded from this power or life. We only exclude ourselves when we choose responses that are contrary to being human. 

This power also enables us to respond to the unique freedom of others. It challenges us to a greatness that may involve hardship and suffering. Love does not protect us from uncertainty, risk and surprise.

As Hawkins wrestles with alternative and nontraditional understandings of love, so does Breech. Initially, I thought Breech was taking an overwrought approach to this with Nietzsche's definition. Most people don't try to sort it all out in such terms but simply react to life in the daily round and do their best to be decently human. And that is fine. But I suppose others may appreciate giving a little more thought to what actually is happening at other levels and why apparent goodness is too often destructive rather than life affirming. Wendell Krossa
Nov. 16/04

Just to further clarify more in order to understand the hatred of group insiders toward the free ones outside the group- Louis Zurcher in his little book on the Self noted that many people view the human self in terms of some object (versus seeing the self as process). They place their identity in some institution- I am a Christian, I am a soldier, or I am British, among many others.

Therefore, any threat to the self evokes a survival response. Any challenge to the institution or ideology where people have placed their identity is viewed as a challenge to the very self and its survival. These survival responses can be very violent and are very animal in nature.

This helps in understanding the hatred of group insiders toward outsiders like John the Baptist and JBA. They did not dance or mourn according to conventional rules of the group. This freedom offended the insiders bound by group law and convention. Wendell Krossa
Nov.20/04

Breech skillfully brings out a variety of strands in the storytelling of Jesus. That he focused on the counter, the spare and the strange. He focused his listeners attention on the particular individuality of people and what they did. And he focused on that which was counter to the conventional. People who overcame their baser drives to respond in freedom in some unique and humane manner to situations that would have caused many of us to respond conventionally with hate, revenge or stinginess. 

And in doing this Jesus was drawing attention to ultimate reality and the love, freedom, hope and superabundant generosity that define that ultimate reality.

Breech says that the early Christians felt that Jesus had put them in contact with the ultimate reality. They felt that he had "disclosed to them the highest possibilities for human existence". Unfortunately, they expressed this in terms of "their own religious categories and they therefore expressed Jesus' significance by attributing divine titles and attributes to him".

The thing that interested me in Breech's comments here was how Jesus directed attention to specific and uniquely individual human actions as "the locus for the revelation of the power he called God". This is what his teaching on the kingdom of God is about. This power that liberates us from the baser drives to live as human in our own unique and individual manner.

As Breech notes- this power opens us to life but does not protect us or shield us from the shocks and disasters of life. It exposes us to evil, both without and within ourselves. But it is a power that liberates us to overcome our own negative impulses. It is a superabundant power- God- that nourishes our lives and enables us to "act in the face of overwhelming deprivations".

And I find it especially helpful how he returns repeatedly to this fundamental orientation or mood that we all possess and how we interpret life in light of this. This shapes how we view life. He notes in this regard how some people see beauty in life's details and other's who see darkness and reason to despair. None of us views life neutrally or objectively but through the lens of our fundamental mood or orientation. This basic orientation has been shaped by our life experiences and learning.

Jesus tried to open his listeners to a better orientation by pointing to human actions that remained outside of standard categories or expected responses. Now this is profound psychology and a good scientific approach. Scientists, for instance, employ replication and peer review to get a more objective view of reality. But their fundamental mood still influences what information they look at and the theories they shape based on the evidence they choose to engage. Hence, we get such widely differing viewpoints about basic reality. 

This focus on the actions of people that are counter, spare and strange and uniquely humane gets us to that unique individuality, that freedom and love and generosity that is at the core of reality (the ultimate reality).

How important this is today when so much focus is on the darker side of human experience. Wendell Krossa
 

Nov. 22/04

  The transcendence of the ordinary

Breech argues that central to Jesus’ storytelling is a focus on particular people and what they do in very ordinary situations. But their actions in these ordinary situations are not predictable and this forces listeners to recognize their own particular reality. In one sense they are about the discovery of the divine in your own unique situation. In the activities of the parable people we are made conscious of the superabundant power that enables human life.

A good section outlining this begins around page 92 and goes up to page 98. Breech noted some guy named Hopkins who selected from the totality of his experience those things that were counter, original, spare and strange and concluded that these revealed what really is. Then in as section titled ‘The Pattern is new every moment’ he says (and I quote or paraphrase much of the following) “each parable describes a particular interesting person and what they did. We can’t say any is typical or behaves in a way everyone would behave in that situation…Each character remains outside standard categories and each remains strange to the listener, thus retaining their individuality which can not be reduced to general categories… We can’t say any one of them provides a model of ideal behavior or acts in a way that represents the way one should or ought to act in a similar situation for each situation is particular and each character behaves in a particular way that transcends the apparent givens of the situation. There is nothing idealized about the actions of any one of them.

The man who found treasure in a field and the merchant who found a pearl appear to be oriented in very different situations, to their own fulfillment but each situation and each response differs completely from the other…The man who went out to sow has a purpose but his actions appear distracted…The most opaque activities are those of the  man who plants mustard seed or the woman hiding leaven in meal grain… they emerge as free persons who do not just use things for the purposes which appear to be indicated by the situation.

Jesus’ parables reveal the reality of the other not through their bodies- no description of bodies is given- but in terms of their activities in relationship with things or in a situation where they are active. Our bodies are a given. Jesus’ parables on the other hand function to disclose others in terms not of a given thing, but rather in terms of their possibilities. They function to disclose the proper reality of others. And in doing this they restore the listener to their own proper reality. The parables describe individuals who act in completely idiosyncratic ways but not foolishly or queerly.

He then notes that to exist is to be vital. The fundamental mood of this mode of existence is joy, an apprehension of the superabundance of the actual.

Then in the section that made all this very applicable to the ordinary Breech says “Some say Jesus’ characters behave in normal ways or claim that their surprising behavior points to some meaning beyond the world of the everyday. They assume the everyday is predictable, that is to say, meagre… it is predictable only to the consciousness that imposes a particular pattern of feeling on its experience…Jesus’ parables force the listener to focus on human actions and not to look beyond them nor to impose categories on them.  

Jesus’ parables look at people in their activities. Each character emerges in their own idiosyncrasy. Each is interesting thus challenging the self-complacency of those who are indifferent or insensible to what people do. The parables challenge those who regularize the everyday by imposing their normalizing patterns of feeling on their experience. In so doing they diminish the transcendence of the ordinary.

Jesus’ parables function to restore the reality of particular individuals in order to restore the listener to their own reality and thus they function to restore us to a consciousness of the superabundant reality which engenders personal life. Without appealing either to the profoundly human or Satanic or the aesthetic, they nevertheless succeed in representing the reality of particular human beings in their actuality… The parables reflect an attitude with extreme capacity for delighting in all mortal things that playfully express the vitality of personal being. Wendell Krossa
Nov. 29/04 

Here’s a good insight from Breech on a key element in the message and communication style of JBA- that it is about the free creativity of people in response to ordinary situations that would normally turn sour and bitter. In JBA’s stories we find instead that people are able to find some unique and more humane way to resolve such situations. They exhibit freedom (freedom from baser ‘natural’ responses that ruin life and relations) and creatively find some better way.

The first story Breech handles is that of the Rich man and his unjust steward who mismanages his affairs. The steward manipulates others to make them indebted to himself. He sees himself as a victim and is looking out for number one. He uses people and things to his own advantage and corrupts those he engages in the same manner. He sees things and people in terms of their usefulness to him. As Breech notes, his existence is vitally deficient. Such an orientation to self-preservation is a sign of one who does not live in story. “To live in story one must live out of a commitment to someone or something beyond oneself and this is possible only for those who are not anxious about self-preservation, those who are conscious of the fullness of being…People with this orientation appear somehow vulnerable, even foolish, to those who are habituated to distrusting others and to selecting always that which permits them to detest others” (p.113).

The next parable is about the man who invites guests to dinner but they make a variety of excuses and do not come. It shows the free creativity in a man’s response to a situation that could evoke anger and a soured attitude. “There is no attempt to allegorize the characters in order to make them function as surrogates for any set of transcendental or mythological figures or concepts. The situation is rooted totally in the world of everyday experience. The characters in the story are all particular human beings, and with an astonishing economy of language the narrator makes each character come alive in his particularity”. 

Interestingly, early Christians interpreted this material to suit their own ideas of what Christianity was about- Matthew that it was about coming judgment of outsiders, Luke that it was about the spread of the Christian mission.

But as Breech notes, each story of Jesus is about the relationship of a particular person with other particular people. It is about people engaging other people in the very ordinary situations of daily life. And these stories don’t lead to expected responses, to the patterns and regularity that we impose on life. Jesus’ technique opens up new possibilities for every new moment. 

In our engagement with other particular people we make ourselves vulnerable to having our expectations and plans shattered. That is why Jesus prayed that people would experience the power to forgive one another when they got together. It is when we engage one another that there is the most potential for our differences and idiosyncracies to disappoint and to evoke those nasty feelings to become offended, and to retaliate, hurt and even destroy. The man who invited guests opened himself to be disappointed in his engagement of others.

And here Breech makes some very insightful comments. He says, “He (Jesus) has chosen to tell a story about a specific man who never becomes an example or a type, nor do his invited guests. Each of them is also characterized with complete particularity…the whole situation represents an individual man in his actual entanglements with other individual men. Jesus’ story does not function in order to convey ideas about God nor about how one should or should not behave…(he) keeps silent about how to judge or to evaluate the actions or words of his characters. The story functions in order to disclose the everyday world, stimulating observation of the incongruous and frequently perplexing dimension of the personal. The story functions in order to open up this dimension of reality and by so doing suggests that this is where the real is to be located”. Here is that focus again on the ordinary of human life and relating as the locus of divine expression or revelation. 

The man who invited guests made himself vulnerable in relating to others. He had his hopes and expectations, they had their plans. This uncertainty is at the heart of all human entanglements.

The free creativity of the disappointed man is in that he refused to take their refusals personally. He refused to respond naturally and instead chose to live out his story. “The sheer gratuitousness of his inspiration shows that he is a free man. And his transcendence of the conditions that would obtain for most people in this situation (their anger would be very different) evokes a smile, just as we smile in relief when someone has surprised us by negotiating certain catastrophe… (the man who was disappointed) is someone whose transcendent activity and inspiration in a situation which ordinarily would have produced a mean response, evokes sheer delight”. Breech refers to this man as someone who chose to live in story. Such people are oriented to something or someone outside themselves.

He then notes the issue of detachment from persons and things. This is not indifference but rather a mode of love “that has been liberated beyond desire and is a mode that is active in spite of the injuries it receives from being oriented in openness to actual others”.

“The rich man in Jesus’ story (the rich man and his incompetent steward) appears to be detached and hence transcends the normal human responses apparently determined by the situation. Similarly, the man who planned to give a dinner appears as someone whose actions and words are not dictated by his circumstances. His novel idea resolves the dilemma caused by three refusals in a unique way. What an inventive solution to instruct his servant to invite anyone he happens to meet on the street. Both the rich man and the host speak and act in ways that are superior to the situation. This, apparently, is what it means to exist as a free person- it is a mode of transcendence…Both the rich man and the host began their stories by being oriented to other human beings…both had their orientation complicated and challenged by the unexpected. Revenge, retaliation, petulance, self-protectiveness, indifference- all were possible options offered by these situations, and all are ‘normal’ human responses. Yet each of these men transcended the normal and therefore continued to live out his story. For Jesus, helplessness, loneliness and thinking oneself victimized are not the only possibilities when a situation appears to throw into doubt one’s open engagement with others. Instead, the rich man and the host exhibit free creativity and imagination”.

Breech ends this section noting that Jesus was not sentimental. His characters can not be categorized in terms of familiar established ideas. They retain their otherness. We can not collapse any distance through an inner feeling of union with these people. “Whatever love might mean in connection with Jesus’ world-attitude, it certainly does not mean having nice feelings about people, not does it mean feeling in union with them”. 

He goes on to note the capacity of some people to enjoy things in their otherness. In contrast, many people judge life and others in terms of the ability to give personal pleasure. This leads to a hatred of the actual other when that actual other disappoints in gratifying.

The parables of Jesus exhibit the sensibility of an acute observer of what people do and say, and they describe the everyday realistic activities of persons in the world. Each narrative treats the world not in its typicalness but in its specificity. Jesus does not collapse reality toward his own ego nor is his own ego in flight from itself into the world. He is not in flight from others, nor in flight from himself. On the contrary, his ability to allow others to be in their difference shows that he is confident in his own particularity…these parables reflect an original sensibility, and are utterly unsentimental, and are the products of an extremely intelligent observer of human actions and words”. 

Finally, “Christ-like love is love of neighbor, meaning an orientation toward the actual other”. 

Fascinating treatment of the storytelling method of JBA and a core focus of his message. Wendell Krossa 

