Alex and David Bennet 6

The Wonder of Nature, Life and Learning
Who are we?  Why are we here?
In the Allegheny Mountains of West Virginia, summer gallops in after a long winter of ice and the short breeze of Spring. In the green field adjacent to the farmhouse, our little mountain quest (“Mounty”) emerges from his pure black Polish Arabian mother into a new world, splaying long, thin legs in his first attempts to stand. Filled with determination and a natural sense of survival, he soon reaches his mother’s milk. This young colt grows with our dreams, dancing and playing across the waving grasslands of the future.  In this latter part of our lives, we continue exploring growth and understanding in this age of change, uncertainty and complexity.  We are building a place where individuals, groups and organizations can experience the wonder of nature, life and learning.  We are writing and sharing what we have learned over two lifetimes, helping to turn the living system metaphor into a reality for organizations.  And in our quest for knowledge, consciousness, and meaning, we are meeting others of similar mind and heart.
Everything we’ve done, everything we will do, is connected to this moment.
[David]  As a 9 year old in the sandy land of east Texas, I play in the creek, watch squirrels jump across trees and am scared to death by the first coral snake I meet face-to-face.  I dream of trapping mink in the summers and tracking rabbits in the snow.  Life is simple, fascinating, and unquestioned.  My young mind accepts as natural what I later through years of living, thinking and feeling come to know as the core of our reality.
Life is all around: bugs, beetles, dragonflies, blue jays, bulls, mules and tornadoes.  Often I wonder why am I here, what does everything mean?  How was this world created?  Why?  There must be answers.  But while the young often think fleetingly about the important things, we move on, becoming distracted and forgetting about the origin of our meaning, the fabric of our personal and community existence.  We leave it for another day, another time, another place, perhaps another body, or even another life form.

[Alex]  As I sit curled in the velvet red curtain, tears streaming down my 12-year-old face, my heart dies a bit as Mimi softly sings her final thoughts “Piangi? Sto bene … Pianger cosi perche?  Qui amor sempre con te! Le mani … al caldo … e dormire … (You’re crying? I’m better … Why do you weep like this? I’m here … always with you!  My hands are… so warm now … I am tired).”
  On stage, Mimi’s head falls into my treasured rabbit muff (borrowed for the performance) and she is still. My own muffled sobs accent the roar of the audience.  So sad.  So beautiful.  One day.  One day that will be me.
 [David]  After three years of playing in the woods and creeks, I discover the wonder of books.  My life suddenly and unexpectedly takes focus when I read a copy of Enfield and Einstein’s book on the evolution of physics.  I am pulled into the physical world and its beauty, logic and truth.  I may be able to really understand how the things around me interact and to explain such mysteries!  I simply know, from way deep down inside, that I want to be a physicist.  To uncover the mysteries of the world is the best life I can imagine.  I do not ask where this knowing, this desire, comes from … perhaps a genetic peculiarity, an embryonic development quirk, a cultural perturbation?  These provide neat answers to complex questions (dangerous thinking by a simple mind living in the universe of enormous possibilities).  The more I read about physics, the more philosophy and even theology snuggle nearby, but physics is the center of my private universe.
[Alex]  Dad is always working.  When mom is gone, my sister sneaks out (as usual).  In our Cape Code house, typical of the eastern U.S. suburbs, there is a large rectangular mirror above the fireplace that reflects the open, railed stairway from the post-attic bedrooms.  I create visions in the mirror, posing and dancing, first humming to form the mood, then breaking out into chants and rhymes, and finally reaching for melodies that build and fall around me.  As the tone rises, my heart flows into it, and an aura of sound engulfs me.  The vision fades, no longer seen, only felt, but still as bright (even brighter) than when I began.

I hear the bang of a car door followed by my sister’s footsteps on the front stoop.  The light is tucked in my pocket, the sound buried in my mouth, and I flit up the stairs and burrow under the eaves beyond the back of my closet.  As I curl into a blanket, rain splats echo through the dark house-bound thinking-feeling chamber.  I reach into the absence-of-light place within me and shiver, quickly grabbing a flashlight to remedy my dark thoughts.  And while the light is on, I read several pages of Sartre’s The Wall.  I trip through a number of unknown words, struggling to understand the actions of these people who, like me, are caught in a world in which they are afraid.  The sound patterns of heavy rainfall pull me into a safe place, and I fall asleep.

[David]  I am 21 and teaching electronics in the U. S. Navy.  Late in the evening, some other sailors and I sit on a grassy hillside on Treasure Island in the middle of San Francisco Bay.  The starlit night is mesmerizing; we cannot pull our eyes away. Out of this feeling of beauty, grandeur and awe grows an intense need to know what stars are and where they come from.
At 28 while majoring in physics at The University of Texas, I ask many of the professors:  What is mass?  What is energy?  What is an electromagnetic field?  Where do they come from?  The answers are politely sidestepped, ignored or deftly handed off to the Philosophy Department (the answers are not science, but philosophy, or perhaps theology).  As I learn more about quantum mechanics and relativity, I come closer to the problems of understanding, but not to meaning.

[Alex]  The call was expected unexpectedness.  “We’re going to have to do a Caesarean section to deliver the baby.  You need to check into the hospital immediately.”  This morning was my first inkling that something was wrong.  Two weeks late, contractions on and off but nothing dramatic, and my 19-year-old virgin skin just growing larger and larger.  When will the baby come?  “This is my answer.  My name is woman.  Age:  Still young.  Color of hair:  Gray.  Color of eyes: The color of tears.  Occupation:  Waiting. Waiting.  Waiting.  Waiting.  Waiting.  Waiting.” 

My feet are in my throat.  Can’t it just go away?  I’ve changed my mind.  No baby.  My music is enough, my writing can fill the time, can make a difference.  But the bulge is still there, rippling across my belly in defiance (perhaps excitement?)  “I am more than my physical body” I repeat over and over to myself as I contemplate the knife (suddenly inevitable) slicing across my stomach.  The words of my musical wondering about motherhood loop through my head:  “A little boy, a little girl, I wonder what the months will bring me?  Your father’s eyes, your mother’s nose, and hair as red as it can be.  Please be good, please be strong, never cry from fear.  Say your prayers, never cease growing every year.  A smiling face, a healthy grin, and sparkling eyes that say you love me.  But most of all, be everything your father wishes you will be.”  And while the loop continues, I go about doing what must be done.


[David]  There are limits and limitations of science, and legitimacy in other ways of knowing.  While teaching graduate nuclear physics at 32, I begin to recognize that the brain and the mind may offer alternate routes to knowing beyond science.  Or, perhaps the life sciences are closer to truth than the physical sciences?  I voraciously read and think about living organisms, evolution, consciousness, the mind-body problem, free will and the brain.  The limits of language, the power of the unconscious and the influence of emotions all play a role in how we see and interpret our world.  The limits of logic, mathematics and reasoning seem to spring forth whenever we try to get them to answer the foundational questions:  Who are we?  Where do we come from?  Why are we here?

Knowledge, meaning and purpose are locked up inside each of us and the more we search for them, the fuzzier they become.  My ignorance of what could be looms larger and larger as I search through what I know and scan the ever-expanding landscape of what I don’t know.

[Alex]  I would share the moment with you.  Today was another prophetic disappointment for, according to our local and not-so-local psychics, at 1:00 PM today California was destined to suffer a major earthquake which would cause the final, rendering crack and subsequent slide into the ocean.  Of course, this has been prophesized many times before, but since I am still standing now on the cool sands of the California coastline, I can testify that the time has not yet come, though I am sure it will eventually occur, as eventually the entire world will change.

There is a hurricane up the coast heading our way, but a number of beachcombers stroll up and down the sands.  Several determined fishermen and one not-so-determined, tired child tugging on his father’s sleeve, stand casting lines from the pier into the angry water.  A fickle breeze sends many a line back into the pilings, but the staunch fellows merely draw in the lines and cast again. 

I slip out of my thongs and run past the inevitable products of man (dented soda cans, wrinkled candy wrappers, crushed cigarette butts) into the realm of the ocean (broken shells, assorted pieces of wood, swirling foam).  Seagulls stretch along the ocean in groups, paralleling the raging waters, never venturing into one another’s individual space.  They remind me of the stage director’s inevitable lecture about body space.

The waters are rising; the tide is coming in.  There is much hidden debris below the churning water; as I run into the ocean small pieces of matter bang into my ankles and calves.  I dive into a breaking wave and am held for a moment in suspension.  Then the tension releases, the reversing currents tug me outward, and I struggle to the surface for a breath.  I use a powerful sidearm stroke to go up and over the next breaking wave and into the choppy water beyond.  It is impossible to maintain a straight line; the waves drive me to the left and inward, the undertow to the right and outward.  A kelp leaf embraces my hair; a dead fish surfaces at arms reach but rapidly disappears in the fickle water.  Bubbles break the surface as my arms and legs work to maintain balance.


I glance back towards the beach.  It is empty now.  I reach a bouncing buoy, tap it, and head right towards a second buoy, swimming across the waves, rising and falling.  My arms and legs ache with the effort.  I try a refreshing back float, but am immediately plunged downwards.  I fling my limbs and resurface, enjoying the ocean’s surge of energy, but wary now, and tiring.


The second buoy looms in front of me; I tap it and turn towards the shore.  Now I ride the surface waves.  They shoot me forward, then I lose ground as the current reverses, then again forward.  Exhilaration!  Totally dependent on my own volition!  Or am I?  Inside, a small, nagging fear pushes to the surface.  I am alone in the very midst of nature’s raging power.  Or am I?  I feel the strength and cold of the water, caressing my body with passion.  How wonderful to slide down and into her inviting arms! 

All this as I catch the crest of a breaking wave and am plummeted into the shore.  In its final embrace, the surging waters rip the suit from my chest and press my hair into my mouth.  But I smile as I plant my feet on the moving sands, and take in the world that is still here.  Into the increasing winds, I sing out in the full, rich tones of a dramatic soprano:  “With all that I am, I love you.” 


[David]  A military career, CEO of my own consulting firm, two wives and six children later I turn to religion for answers and spirituality for better understanding.  I am in my fifties.  While theologies make sense from a human existence viewpoint, organized religion parochialism and pronouncements of “absolutes” make me uncomfortable, but then isn’t science?  I am attracted to the wonder and beauty of everything in the Universe, but our place in it seems insignificant except for the connectedness of all things.  If the answer is an all-encompassing One, then why are billions of humans excluded because they do not follow some specific religious proclamation?  Spirituality seems more open, yet is filled with speculation and ideology.

The press of life goes on.  I never have enough time to think about the fundamental questions of life and the Universe.  While contemplating Life, one must still live, and hope that purpose and meaning will spring out of either—or both.  Purpose is not a single or simple concept; it is a concept of humans, not of the Universe.  Purpose can be human intention, the source of causal relationships, or a deep, inner feeling or drive existing within each of us, and perhaps within all living things.  Can life have a purpose separate from individual purposes?

On what basis do we believe or know anything?  Are theories a part of reality?  Does evidence count?  Can beliefs be felt, intuited, buried in our unconscious or experienced?  If so, are they as valid as some repeated observations?  If 100 scientists replicate an experiment does that make the results “more” valid than 10,000 monks practicing Buddhism and experiencing luminous emptiness?  Each member of both groups may well be living out their own purpose.  Is there a purpose to science, a purpose to Buddhism, a purpose to the Universe?  A fool can ask more questions than a wise man can answer.

[Alex]  I am in Japan on a Naval Base.  Mother Teresa reaches out to the flocks of people crowding forward to touch her.  “The world has never needed peace so much as today.  Where will the peace begin?”   Twelve hundred people pushing (gently) and shoving (softly) to reach her.  I click hungrily, capturing joy and laughter, sadness and longing, in the lens of my camera.  The task is nearly an impossible one.  Heads and hands bob constantly in and out of my field.   I am right there in front of her.  A young girl beside me reaches out and presses Mother’s hand against her cheek.  I get the picture.  “Small things are special to us … Today people are so terribly busy that they have no time to even smile at each other ….”   Through the lens, those sparkling dark eyes in their small earth-worn frame turn to me.  The twelve hundred disappeared.  My hand reaches toward her; the camera drops to the length of its neck strap.  Her grasp is firm and carries with it a warmth that tingles my knuckles and spreads rapidly up my forearm.  Our locked eyes reach beyond the soft pushing and struggling of the moment, and continue into our very souls.  I do not know what she finds, but I find a love so deep, a giving so great ….  “I will pray for you, for your families, for the work you have to do.  I will pray for you that you grow in holiness.  For holiness is not the luxury of the few.  It is the simple duty for every one of us ….”   She does not leave me.  I still feel her hand in mine, though she is reaching for another.  Seconds become hours.  I am content, at peace, and begin to discover what she had found.

[David]  The years are passing.  In my later life I see far more possibilities and few answers.  Science does not contradict or disprove or disallow the existence of a One.  The force between any two electrons extends forever as best our experiments can tell.  It is only the magnitude of the force that becomes (perhaps) irrelevant.  And who can say what magnitude of force is irrelevant?  Focusing effects, butterfly phenomena, resonances and EPR non-locality all present possibilities that demand an open mind.  With so much unknown, so many possibilities that we are too primitive to even imagine, it seems best to look inward first to know ourselves and learn about our own purpose, to teach ourselves about ourselves so we can understand why we do what we do.  We can have purpose without knowing why!

[Alex]  My children are grown.  I have spent the last ten years in school, exercising that side of my brain previously ignored, learning to sing through life from my head as well as my heart.  I discover a different world where I am making a difference, a world focused on knowledge and change in a changing world. 

I meet and marry my soul mate.  We build our dream, and continue building, continue sharing.  We know this is our path … it is visible beyond images, audible beyond conversation, sensible beyond appearances, and felt beyond emotions.  And soon I move again inward, recreating the music of my soul, reengaging the dormant journey of my youth, and   rediscovering the light within and the connectedness of all things.  I explore the Reiki energy, and touch the sweet life of nature, the simple love of animals. 
[David]  As I move closer to my seventies, I dwell more and more on the meaning (and purpose) of individuals, Life and the Universe.  Placing ourselves within what we know (perceive? believe?), we each live about 75 years, a small part of the 13 billion year age of the Universe.  We are about 2 meters in size and can individually “look at things” roughly 1023 times larger than ourselves and 10-23 smaller than ourselves.  What a coincidence!  We know many constants in the Universe are very precise in value, seem not to change over the short history of science and have values conducive to our existence as biological life forms.  We also know there are many unexplained phenomena, many paradoxes, and that our language, evolution and adaptive characteristics have occurred over a very short time in a small, tiny part of the Universe.  We also know that our brains and sensing systems are extremely limited while our minds (patterns in our brains) are almost unbounded.  What we think we know has been created over a very short time of a few thousand years.  Yet each generation we ask the same questions, produce a variety of answers, some consistent, many not.  Meanwhile the Universe glides quietly on, expanding with or without us.  We push our destiny with great energy, always wondering about the important questions, forgetting that they are our questions, not necessarily our Universe’s questions.  Nature does not use our language, nor divide the world up into our categories.  Perhaps we confuse ourselves with too much arrogance and too little understanding.  Will we have better answers 2,000 years from now?  Will our species even be here 2,000 years from now?
We must do what we must during our short time on earth.  Search for our own meaning and purpose, remembering that we are only a small part of humanity, a smaller part of all life, and a tiny-but-not-insignificant speck within the Universe.  Being part of this One we must never forget our responsibility to each other and to it.  To do otherwise is to deny our heritage, our own existence, and that of our future generations.

If others believe as I do that everything in the Universe is composed of interacting patterns of energy, then the final question becomes who, what, and why does the energy exist, and the ultimate understanding rests upon an awareness that our own interacting patterns are now and always will be part of the set of interacting patterns that make up the Universe.  Call them Goddess, the Godhead, the Vishnu, the Lord, or simply One.  Does the name really matter?

[Alex and David]  We are all connected and there must be some explanation.  Until—or if—we ever know, we all have a responsibility to fulfill our own purpose and, in the light of our greater selves, help others along their life paths, and help others help others ad infinitum.  “Amazing Grace … how sweet the sound …”
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