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Spirituality of Presence- A Holistic Vision

Fr. Dr. K. M. George

My earliest memory of speaking English goes back to the primary school days.
Although we were in a Malayalam medium school, and were not yet familiar with
even the English alphabet, our class teacher insisted that every boy and girl stood
up to say ‘present, sir’ when their names were called out at the beginning of the
class. So everyone dutifully said present, sir without knowing or bothering which
language it was. We simply knew that it was a good word, because the children
who were not there to say the magical word had to stand up the next time they
came to the class and explain why they were not there. The teacher usually frowned
upon them. Not being present was, therefore, bad and attracted the teacher’s
scolding and even some small punishments.

Later when we started learning English the word present came in the form of the
present tense in grammar as distinguished from the past and the future. Although
grammar lessons were not a pleasant experience to remember, we children enjoyed
receiving and giving ‘presents’ in the form of little gifts like peacock’s feather,
gooseberries or candy. Prize rewards for small achievements in competitions were
also called presents -certainly a pleasant memory.

Much later in the academic circles one got used to present-ations in the form of
convoluted arguments about abstruse and often useless topics footnoted in fine
print - a very serious matter affecting one’s standing in career. One also heard un-
ending discussions on the notion of re-present-ation in theatrical arts as well as
in postcolonial discourse. During my higher studies in France [ was initiated to the
beauty of the feminine noun presence (la présence) in French poetry and its depth
in philosophy.

In biblical studies and in spirituality one encountered the expression the
presence of God in images and metaphors like cloud, mist, light, wind, fire, darkness,
still small voice and so on. For example, Moses the shepherd who was destined to
become the great liberator of the Hebrew slaves in Pharaonic Egypt, first experienced
the nameless God in the blazing fire in a desert bush. Years later when he became
the supreme spiritual leader of the people of Israel he experienced God as thick
darkness on the summit of the Mount Sinai where he received the Ten
Commandments.

I have just indicated some of the possible dimensions of the simple word
present. Let me now dwell on a few of these:

1. Transcending the Division of Time:

Present is a tense together with past and future that refers to time in Indo-

European grammar. Human existence is fragmented by the division of time: the
past haunts us or delights us or simply goes to oblivion depending on our memory;
the future threatens us by its uncertainty or fills us with hope depending on our
state of mind and circumstances. Present is the only reality that we seem to know
for sure. However, it is a flimsy boundary line moving between the past and the
present. Time with its elusiveness baffles us philosophically though in speech
and grammar and existential pain itis sharp and well defined, and exerts a rather
cruel certainty.

Religious and mystical traditions in general project a vision that transcends
the tripartite division of time. The absolute transcendence is attributed to God
who, according to many Scriptures, can see All reality including time and history
as one single whole, the Viswarupa . Mentally and spiritually evolved human
beings can probably overcome the deep anxiety created by the division of time
because they participate in the cosmic vision. One requires a superior awareness
for this, which would show that time itself is a product of human consciousness as
taught in several Indian philosophical traditions. There is no natural or independent
existence for time apart from human consciousness. It is usually our drab routine
life that creates the impression of time as a stretched up, boring and never-ending
reality. If we are watching or playing a game, say football, with great passion or
reading an absorbing story or watching an exciting movie time is not there. Time is
then altogether eliminated from our consciousness. How does time elapse? Where
does it go? We have no clue.

This is true in all experience of ecstasy whether it be religious, sexual, ludic or
aesthetic. As the Greek root of the word ‘ecstasy’(ek-stasis) makes clear, it is
standing outside of oneself, transcending one’s ego sense or dissolving one’s
individual self into the absolute universal Self. Practically it is oblivion, erasing all
awareness of space and time. Sociologist Peter Berger, writing in the 1960s in face
of the high tide of secularization in the West obliterating all references to the
transcendent reality, called such ecstatic states of mind “signals of transcendence”.
He pointed out to such ek-static, self-effacing, time-eliminating experiences in
play, humour, and the like (A Rumour of Angels: Modern Society and Rediscovery
of the Supernatural, 1969).

It seems no living entity except human beings has the problem of the division
oftime. It is always present time for a living tree or animal since what we call past
and future are well integrated into its dynamic life. Only in the human species we
have this disjunction of time and its attendant psycho-social disorders. Spiritual
teachers in general, therefore, encourage the practice of transcending the
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fragmentation of time and seeing reality holistically. Expressions like forever and
ever or from ages unto ages of ages or now and forever more, or for all eternity
appear in ancient prayers in order to show the unbroken holistic Presence that
transcends the division of time.

2. Consciousness and Neuroscience:

As is obvious to us, the usual meaning of the words present and presence is
closely associated with human consciousness. When something is present to me
it is placed before my consciousness (the verb present originates in Latin
praesentare = to place before, to be before or at hand). Some psychologists would
use a theatre metaphor for human consciousness. It is like a well illuminated stage
where things, persons and events appear in the limelight. They are present to my
consciousness.

In spite of advanced studies of human brain and its functioning, consciousness
is still a great mystery. Psychologist Susan Blackmore gives a very good survey of
recent research and various theories of consciousness(Consciousness, Oxford
University Press, 2005). She refers to the consensus opinion that although the
human brain has no controlling centre or a central processor like in a computer,
human consciousness remains unified. Billions of neural synaptic connections
simultaneously occur in various regions of the brain without any central
coordination to produce countless number of different brain states. Yet there is
unity in my present experience, there is continuity in my stream of consciousness,
and there is the same ‘me’ who is the subject of all experiences.

Although we know that the brain is essential for the existence of the human
mind there is not yet any consensus on the relationship between mind and brain.
No theory tells us how consciousness arises from the hardware of the physical
brain. Neuroscientists like V' S Ramachandran have brought to our contemporary
discussion several new aspects of the functioning of human brain. He tells us
about the phenomenon of Synesthesia, for instance, in which the functions of the
different senses in some individuals crisscross and crosswire. Some such persons
can see colours when they hear some melodies or they can hear shapes or see
sounds. Proximity of the areas of the brain which process different sensory activities
may be responsible for this phenomenon of ‘experiencing together’, as synesthesia
literally means. Ramachandran also works with the established idea that the
Somtosensory cortex of the brain has a map of the whole body. Stimulating some
of the regions in the neural map will have corresponding physical, tactile feelings
on the body parts. He attempts to bring together physiology, psychology and
cognitive neuroscience, and develops his theories about neuroaesthetics,
neurotheology and so on.

Consciousness of time and space are dependent on these neural connections,
and that is probably why ancient Indian teachings on own mind and consciousness
insist that the world out there is simply a passing experience of maya. It is a form
of false consciousness or avidya, ignorance. It can however exert a power as if it
is real, as, for example, in the famous Rajusarpavada. As you walk in semidarkness
in the countryside you find a snake just in front of you. You shudder, palpitate
and bleats out a loud cry. Someone brings light, and you see that the snake was a
piece of old rope!! When a higher (true) level of consciousness emerges the inferior
(false) will disappear as illusory and non-existent.

To many Indian philosophers of old, the material world can be a projection of
the human mind and consciousness. The nature of that so-called external reality
can change depending on your consciousness. Enlightenment in Buddhism is a
classical example of a radically new consciousness. This line of thinking is different
from the official doctrine of the West Asian Semitic religious traditions of Judaism,
Christianity and Islam which take the hard reality of our world as fundamental for
their theology of salvation, though the mystical streams in these religions seem to
show more sympathy with the ancient Indian religious insights in this matter. In
Eastern Christianity for example the theme of Enlightenment is fundamental. The
other name for baptismal initiation is photisma or enlightenment. The gospel of
John takes it up as the leitmotifin his understanding of the person of Jesus as light
and his mission as enlightening .

The Indian Panchakosha siddhanta ( theory of Five Sheaths) is very interesting
since it delves into human mind and consciousness and the ultimate experience of
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bliss or Ananda starting from the very material envelope (Annamayakosha,
pranamayakosha, manomayakosha, vignanamayakosha and
anandamayakosha). Matter and mind are interconnected here without any
dichotomy in the unfolding of reality, and the ascent of physical matter to the
supreme consciousness of bliss. This is different from the Western scheme of a
dichotomous mind and matter, as postulated by mathematician-philosopher Rene
Descartes, a father figure in modern Western philosophy and science since the
16th century.

It is important to note that at the core of consciousness there is a dark spot of
unknowability. The origin of consciousness is shrouded in mystery. Researchers
are divided whether this mystery will ever be cracked. As far as we are concerned
the infinite and unknowable Reality as the source of human consciousness has
amazing spiritual potential. Human awareness has the built-in propensity to
transcend itself. Even a rather rare phenomenon like Synesthesia implies that our
senses, presently limited to a particular range of sensory experience, can transform
themselves to perceive a higher order of reality. In the Indian system the five
external senses have corresponding internal spiritual senses which can perceive
the subtle world. This is true of other religious traditions as well.

3. Nature as Therapeutic Presence:

Experiencing the presence of Nature has an important therapeutic dimension
which is not duly recognized in modern medicine that is mostly confined to indoor
treatments. Ecological sensitivity in the last few decades has brought out the
profound environmental network, similar to the synapses in the brain, that connects
everything to everything else on earth and beyond to the deep space and galactic
systems in an ever expanding universe. To treat a human being as an isolated case
would be morbid insensitivity to the healing and life-giving connections in the
universe. When we say ‘Nature’ we do not simply mean the landscape of plants,
trees, animals, mountains and rivers as is usually thought of. Nature is the totality
of created reality in its dynamic and interconnected existence. It is the matrix and
bed of our human life. We usually attribute nature sensitivity to romantic poets
and artists. Every human being, however, is capable of this deep feeling for the
universe that holds us in its compassionate embrace. Jesus, once inviting the
attention of his disciples to the least and the last, which people ignore or trample
underfoot as worthless, pointed to the small, humble wild flowers. “Consider the
lilies of the field, how they grow; they neither toil nor spin; yet I tell you even
Solomon in all his glory was not adorned like one of these” (Matthew 8:28-29). He
was pointing to a very unimpressive tiny thing that does not catch the attention of
people at all. His fine sensitivity to nature was integral to his deep compassion and
tender care for God’s creation.

To give a personal testimony, I relish with gratitude the near ecstatic moments
of feeling nature’s consoling presence in my early teens. I didn’t know how to
distinguish between the aesthetic, the spiritual and the romantic in those days.
The intensity of that experience dwindled in the years of adulthood when a certain
materiality with its rational, objectivizing, profit-looking, academic attitude set in.
But I am happy that the freshness and fragrance one had felt in the lap of nature
now returns, probably in a more mature and restrained manner in the 60s of one’s
life. Two years ago I had the privilege of making a pilgrimage to the legendary
Mount Kailas and the Lake Manasarovar. Travelling in the Tibetan plateau beyond
the tree line for days on end in the vast expanses of space without any greenery
and short of oxygen brings you face-to-face with another dimensional of time and
space. | watched many pilgrims experiencing ecstatic states at the first sight of the
lake and the holy mountain. There was no shrine or man-made places of worship.
It was just plain nature in its pristine purity. The vast blue sky and the occasional
white clouds, the unending stretch of desert-like landscape, the rising and the
setting of the sun and the unusually bright starry night sky, the blue- green lake
and the snow-covered Kailas - all together transport you to a magnificent Presence.
Although the body is weakened, the limbs lose agility and every step requires a
strenuous effort for want of vital breath the mind’s eye brightens up with a vision
of that unearthly Presence on earth.

In the Eastern Christian tradition, created reality is called God’s Energy
(Energeia). The Greek word means activity or operation, not in the sense of human
external activity causing a lot of disturbance, production, consumption, waste and
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loss, but the creative unfolding of divine will that holds the universe together in
perfect harmony. An ancient Syriac prayer addresses God as “O God who
continually stretches the universe into four dimensions and yet binds it all together
by your love”. In modern cosmology and astrophysics it is generally agreed that
the universe is continually expanding. But the question what holds it all together,
what binds them as one single whole, still remains. We have the four fundamental
forces of gravity, electromagnetism, weak and strong nuclear forces, and now the
sensational Higgs boson, popularly called the God particle, which provide insights
into the cohesive forces of the material universe. Great poets, artists and mystics
have always intuitively felt this unity since ancient times without knowing the
scientific explanation. Experiencing the presence of nature at deeper levels is an
intuitive response to the questions in the rational frame. The ancient Greeks used
to say that philosophy or love of wisdom begins with wonder (thaumasia) . In
India a similar word is Vismaya , the quality of an approach without arrogance or
ego, the humble approach that that unlocks the ultimate meaning.

4. Compassion as Divine Presence:

Compassion is the key to human presence. It seems to me that the greatest
word India has produced in the last 2500 years is Karuna, loosely translated as
compassion, tender mercy and kindness, as highlighted by the Buddha. It was
also the message of the gospel of Jesus Christ who showed the tender love and
mercy of God through his own life. The Islamic tradition also gives to God the
attribute Rahman, the Merciful One.

With the spectacular operational success of science and technology many
people have the impression that humanity has reached its peak of evolutionary
accomplishment. This is a false impression since human aggressiveness and
other negative attributes expressed in acts of hatred and greed, war and conflict
continue to constitute the reigning paradigm. While we celebrate the glorious
carbon civilization of today with its consumerist splendour, the vast majority of
the world are languishing in distress and deprivation. People are deprived of basic
human rights, essential needs like clean drinking water and toilet facilities. Public
roadways supposed to be the pathways to great progress and development seem
to be the most aggressive places in the country. We build over-bridges upon over-
bridges and tunnels beneath tunnels in order to ease out traffic. It only gives
temporary consolation as long as no one raises any question about the prolific
production and marketing of motor vehicles without any control or sane planning.
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Our idea of development as well as our production and consumption patterns do
not conform to Auman scale, as called for by sensitive visionaries like Mahatma
Gandhi and EF Schumacher. Ultimately our progress machines will overwhelm and
eliminate human beings for whose welfare they are intended.

According to a recent report in The Economist, robots and drones are about to
leave the pages of sci-fi books and screens to take over our real world. In the near
future robots will be the main actors in human healthcare field. There is no point in
making a long litany about the emerging situation. We need to be aware that
human awareness is only at its infancy stage, and that we are taking a seriously
misdirected course of “progress”. Let us restore the ideal of a compassionate
human nature as the key to the right evolutionary path. In Moodebidre near
Mangalore I saw an unusual icon in the Jain monastery near the Temple of
Thousand Pillars. A cow and a tigress are drinking water from a small forest pond
while the tiger’s cub sucks milk from the cow’s udder and the calf sucks the tigress
breast. It’s a delightful vision of peace and harmony. This is an age-old dream of
humanity, and strangely it is very similar to what the eighth century BC Jewish
prophets also visualized: “The wolf shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard
shall lie down with the kid; and the calf and the young lion and the fatling
together ; and a little child shall lead them.” (Isaiah 11;6)

Let me go back to the primary impression of the words present and presence.
Being present is good. It is good so long as my presence does not threaten anybody
else, so long as my presence is always together with others, working for the
Common Good. My presence is possible because the world and all beings in it are
present with me . The whole universe with its compassionate, ‘anthropic’ inclination
is a network of presence that conspires (literally ‘breathing together’) to make life
possible on earth. It is this interconnected presence and mutuality of tender love
and sharing with their transcendent dimension that we can call spirituality in our
times. a
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this noble initiative through generous contributions and through
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A project of the Malankara Orthdox Syrian Church, Outside Kerala Region

St. Thomas Orthodox retreat Centre (STORC) M O -u- nt A-b U— oRTHoDOK DI

Ahumble and earnest project of the Orthodox Diocese of Ahmedabad,

i
By the Grace and Mercy of the Holy Trinity,
Inspired from the lives of our prominent late lamented spiritual fathers,

Mount Abu located in Sirohi District, Rajasthan is the sole hill station of this
desert state. Located in its Southern most part, it borders the state of Gujarat.
Historical traditions recount that the rulers of Rajputana and Gujarat used to
frequent this hill station during the peak summer season to brave themselves
from the scorching heat. Today it is a centre of tourist attraction with many
tourists from different parts flock here to experience this serene and scenic
hill station. The famous Dilwara temple- an architectural marvel and a centre
of Jainlearning, the cool and entertaining family hangout at Nakkilake, Guru
Shikhar- at soaring heights of the Aravali ranges and further more peaceful
and adventurous places tonourish one’s eyesand soul areall placed nearerto
our meditative retreat centre.
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His Holiness Baselios Marthoma Paulose I His Grace Dr. Geevarghese Mar Yulios
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|

| WE SEEK YOUR PRAYERFUL P*\RTICIPATION

‘! DONATE YOUR FINANCIAL CONTRIBUTION AT:

A/C NAME: DIOCESE OF AHMEDABAD,
ST. THOMAS ORTHODOX RETREAT CENTRE
AIC NO :11580100099777
IFSC : FDRLO0O1158
BANK: FEDERAL BANK
BRANCH : ASHRAM ROAD, AHMEDABAD.

CONTACT

FR. PHILIPOSE ABRAHAM (REJU| ACHEN)
ST. THOMAS BISHOP’S HOUSE, ST. MARY’S SCHOOL CAMPUS,
NARODA, AHMEDABAD, 382 330, GUJARAT, INDIA.
+919426 347 399 | 079 229 §0 253
lr;reiuchrahum.qmail.c.
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Abu Road, Rajasthan ~
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